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Abstract 
 
The	project	is	about	feminism,	objectification	and	empowerment	as	portrayed	through	
the	 comic	 Empowered	 from	 2007.	 The	 discussion	 centers	 around	 the	 repercussions	 of	
objectification	 in	 the	comic,	and	how	 it	 illustrates	women’s	position	 in	a	postmodern	society.	
Objectification	 identification	theories	by	Nussbaum,	Langton	and	Heldman	have	been	applied	
to	the	comic	to	establish	how	objectification	is	displayed	in	the	comic.	The	analysis	found	that	
the	 protagonist	 of	 the	 comic	 is	 both	 objectified	 by	 the	 other	 characters	 and	 the	 reader.	
Theories	 by	 Simone	 de	 Beauvoir	 and	 Immanuel	 Kant	 are	 used	 in	 order	 to	 explore	
objectification,	and	the	effect	it	has	on	the	individual	and	on	the	female	gender	both	within	the	
comic	and	on	a	broader	scale.	Through	the	analysis	of	the	comic	it	was	discovered	that	female	
empowerment	is	potentially	impossible	when	the	individual	is	subjected	to	objectification.	The	
project	 also	 utilizes	 arguments	 from	 the	 feminist	 Sex	 Wars	 to	 discuss	 whether	 individual	
empowerment	 can	 be	 achieved	 under	 arguably	 sexist	 circumstances.	 The	 paper	 found	 that	
even	if	individual	empowerment	is	achieved,	it	is	still	under	certain	restrictions	because	only	a	
societal	 change	 can	 permanently	 alter	 the	 gender	 norms	 and	 social	 constructs	 that	 lead	 to	
objectification.	 
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 Introduction 
 
Problem Field 
 
Feminism	has	been	a	heatedly	debated	topic	in	the	western	world,	since	it	was	
introduced	to	the	public	discourse	in	the	late	19th	century.		It	is	defined	as	“the	advocacy	of	
women’s	rights	on	the	ground	on	the	equality	of	the	sexes”1.	In	the	1960s,	beauty	ideals,	sexual	
identity	and	objectification	was	added	to	the	agenda.	Objectification	is	now	a	central	issue	and	
reason	for	debate	in	many	feminist	theories.	It	is	commonly	defined	as	“seeing	and/or	treating	
a	person,	usually	a	woman,	as	an	object.”	2	Objectification	can	also	be	defined	in	terms	of	
Simone	de	Beauvoir’s	theory	of	the	subject	vs.	object.	According	to	this	theory,	a	person	
becomes	an	object	when	they	are	perceived	as	a	tool	to	satisfy	the	needs	of	the	subject.	In	
contrast,	a	subject	is	an	active	individual,	who	is	able	to	make	their	own	decisions.	When	the	
subject	acts	upon	the	object,	they	are	objectified,	as	their	value	as	a	human	is	decreased,	which	
prevents	their	empowerment.	Empowerment	is	defined	as:	“to	make	someone	stronger	and	
more	confident,	especially	in	controlling	their	life	and	claiming	their	rights”.	3		 
Objectification	was	heavily	discussed	in	a	series	of	debates	on	pornography	in	the	1970s	
and	1980s,	a	debate	referred	to	as	the	Sex	Wars.	The	discussion	focused	on	the	question	of	
whether	or	not	extreme	sexualisation	of	women	is	inherently	sexist	and	harmful	or	could	be	a	
means	to	achieve	sexual	liberation	and	empowerment	for	women.	 
This	project	will	examine	the	superhero	comic	book	Empowered	(2007)	in	relation	to	
feminism,	empowerment	and	objectification.	The	protagonist	in	the	comic	is	the	female	
superhero,	“Empowered”	who	wears	a	stereotypical	female	superhero	costume,	but	does	not	
feel	comfortable	in	it.	Instead	of	becoming	empowered,	stronger	and	more	confident	in	the	
suit,	she	feels	that	she	is	being	objectified,	receiving	more	attention	for	her	body	than	for	her	
                                                
1 Oxforddictionaries.com, 2015  
2 Papadaki, 2010 
3 Oxforddictionaries.com, 2015 
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skills	and	success	as	a	superhero.	The	protagonist	is	named	Elissa	Megan	Powers,	in	costume	
Empowered	and	will	throughout	this	paper	be	referred	to	as	Emp.		 
	The	comic	functions	as	a	commentary	on	the	sexualisation	of	women	both	in	society	
and	in	superhero	comics.	Empowered	deals	with	issues	of	objectification,	empowerment	and	
sexism.	These	issues	are	shown	through	the	characterization,	the	super	suit,	the	relationship	
between	Emp	and	the	secondary	characters,	various	literary	devices	and	the	element	of	
bondage.	 
   
  
  
 
Problem Formulation 
 
 
How	does	the	comic	Empowered	illustrate	women’s	position	in		western	postmodern	society	
from	a	feminist	perspective? 
 
What	are	the	repercussions	of	objectification	in	terms	of	empowerment	in	the	comic	
Empowered? 
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Motivation 
The	project	started	with	all	group	members	having	a	common	interest	in	feminist	
movements	in	relation	to	comic	book	characters.	We	started	with	our	main	focus	being	on	the	
comic	book	character,	Wonder	Woman,	and	how	she	was	a	reflection	of	the	first-wave	
feminism	movement	in	the	1940s.	We	found	it	very	difficult	to	relate	this	topic	to	a	
contemporary	problem	and	therefore	changed	direction.	Our	goal	was	still	to	work	with	a	
fictional	character	and	the	way	it	was	a	feminist	portrayal	of	the	time	period	in	which	it	was	
created	in.	We	then	found	the	comic	book	Empowered,	a	comic	book	involving	a	female	
protagonist	who	fights	crime.	The	main	character,	Emp,	is	extremely	vulnerable,	often	
objectified	and	captured,	which	provides	an	element	of	bondage	to	the	comic.	We	chose	
Empowered	because	of	the	satirical	nature	and	feminist	commentary	that	the	comic	includes.	
Our	question	was	inspired	by	the	name	of	the	comic	Empowered	and	the	ironic	portrayal	of	this	
concept	through	the	main	character,	Emp.	We	found	that	Emp	is	highly	objectified	which	
hinders	her	in	achieving	empowerment.	
 
	The	comic	contains	a	commentary	on	empowerment	and	objectification,	and	satirically	
criticises	 the	 way	 female	 characters	 are	 presented	 in	 comics.	 Portraying	 an	 “empowered”	
protagonist	 who	 is	 highly	 unintentionally	 involved	 with	 bondage,	 it	 seems	 opposing	 to	 the	
modern	feminist	ideas	of	third-wave	feminism,	which	we	wished	to	look	further	into. 
	 
We	wished	to	explore	how	women’s	positions	are	portrayed	in	Empowered,	as	we	felt	it	
is	a	commentary	on	the	portrayal	of	women	in	a	postmodern	society.	More	specifically,	the	
portrayal	and	perception	of	women	in	postmodern	society	in	media.	We	wanted	to	incorporate	
feminist	perspectives	on	this	issue	and	order	to	properly	identify	how	the	female	protagonist	is	
being	presented	in	Empowered.	We	wished	to	look	into	whether	the	comic	can	be	considered	a	
feminist	comic,	despite	the	controversial	elements	present	in	it,	and	also	how,	and	if,	it	reflects	
the	contemporary	feminist	movements.	We	wanted	to	find	out	why	the	creator	has	chosen	to	
create	a	satirical	commentary,	what	it	is	trying	to	show	and	what	message	and	issues	are	being	
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portrayed	and	brought	to	attention	to	readers.	We	felt	motivated	to	explore	this	topic	because	
we	felt	it	is	relatable	and	links	to	issues	we	deal	with	in	today’s	society. 
	 
The	 topics	 that	 we	 felt	 formed	 the	 background	 of	 our	 problem	 formulation	 were	
Feminism,	 objectification,	 empowerment	 and	 society.	 We	 tried	 to	 apply	 these	 terms	 to	 a	
current	example	and	therefore	tied	Empowered	into	it	as	the	comic	deals	with	all	these	themes.	
The	comic	addresses	these	issues	both	on	a	smaller	scale,	by	showing	how	the	protagonist	Emp	
reacts	to	being	objectified	on	a	regular	basis,	and	on	a	larger	scale	by	pointing	out	these	issues	
in	other	comics	and	superhero	stories. 
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Dimensions 
 
We	have	anchored	our	project	within	the	dimensions	‘History	and	Culture’	and	‘Text	and	
Sign’. 
The	History	and	Culture	dimension	is	relevant	to	our	problem	formulation	because	we	
wish	to	look	further	into	the	third-wave	feminism,	specifically	the	Sex	Wars.	The	Sex	Wars	is	a	
historical	 debate	 from	 the	 1980s	 which	 centres	 about	 a	 discussion	 on	 whether	 or	 not	
pornography	leads	to	the	objectification	of	women,	or	whether	it	makes	them	empowered.	We	
will	be	using	Gayle	Rubin’s	theory	about	Sex-Positivity	and	compare	it	to	Andrea	Dworkin	and	
Catharine	Mackinnon's	 Anti-Pornography	 feminist	 theories.	We	will	 also	 be	 using	 Simone	 de	
Beauvoir’s	 theories	 as	 discussed	 in	The	 Second	 Sex	about	 subject	 vs.	 object	 and	 “the	other”.	
Finally,	we	will	 incorporate	Immanuel	Kant’s	theories	about	objectification	into	the	analysis	of	
the	comic. 
	 
We	 will	 also	 be	 covering	 the	 Text	 and	 Sign	 dimension.	 We	 will	 use	 visual	 analysis	
methods	to	analyse	parts	from	the	comic	that	show	objectification.	Additionally,	we	will	analyze	
the	 linguistics	used	 in	 the	 comic	 to	 investigate	 the	 relation	between	 the	protagonist	 and	 the	
secondary	 characters	 in	 order	 to	 achieve	 more	 knowledge	 about	 how	 Emp	 and	 the	 other	
characters	are	being	portrayed	and	how	it	illustrates	the	objectification	done	by	words	and	its	
consequences.	 Also	 we	 will	 use	 text	 and	 sign	 to	 address	 what	 empowers	 Emp.	
We	will	analyse	the	first	volume	of	the	comic	Empowered,	by	applying	methods	used	to	identify	
objectification	by	Nussbaum,	Langton	and	Heldman,	to	help	answer	our	problem	definition. 
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History of feminism 
This	section	of	the	project	will	describe	and	discuss	the	first,	second	and	third	waves	of	
feminism	along	with	 the	postmodern	 feminist.	 It	will	 also	discuss	 the	history	of	 comic	books,	
relate	feminist	debates	amongst	initiatives	performed	on	comic	books,	and	-	women’s	portrayal	
in	 superhero	 comics.	 	 This	 is	done	 in	order	 to	 create	an	understanding	of	 the	 context	of	 the	
project	and	provide	background	knowledge	on	the	analysis	and	research	question.	 
 
Feminism	both	 stands	 for	movements	 in	 society	 and	 ideologies	 that	 fights	 for	 gaining	
equal	rights	between	the	two	genders	both	socially,	politically	and	economically. 
 
Feminist	origins	go	all	the	way	back	to	the	15th	century,	with	French	writer	Christine	de	
Pizan,	author	of	The	Book	of	the	Cities	of	the	Ladies	and	Epitre	au	Dieu	d’Amour	(Epistle	to	the	
God	 of	 Love).	 Simone	 de	 Beauvoir	 cites	 her	 as	 the	 first	 woman	 to	 denounce	 misogyny	 and	
discuss	the	relation	of	the	sexes,	claiming	that	de	Pizan	was	the	first	woman	to	“take	up	the	pen	
in	the	defense	of	her	sex”4	 
In	the	United	States,	Woman	in	the	Nineteenth	Century	by	Margaret	Fuller	 is	regarded	
as	the	first	major	feminist	work	and	is	often	compared	with	Mary	Wollstonecraft’s	A	Vindication	
of	the	Rights	of	Women	(1792),	written	in	the	wake	of	the	French	revolution,	on	of	the	earliest	
manifestations	of	liberal	first-wave	feminism. 
 
 
First-Wave Feminism  
 
The	 term	 first-wave	 feminism	makes	 reference	 to	 the	 series	of	 feminist	 activities	 that	
took	place	during	the	19th	and	early	20th	century	throughout	the	world.	The	movement’s	main	
focus	was	overturning	legal	 inequalities,	particularly	relating	to	women’s	suffrage	and	right	to	
vote. 
                                                
4 de Beauvoir, 1953 
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The	beginning	of	the	first	women’s	movement	in	America	can	be	marked	by	the	Seneca	
Falls	 Convention	 in	 July	 1848,	 the	 first	 women’s	 rights	 convention,	 when	 activists	 such	 as	
Elizabeth	Cady	Stanton	and	Lucretia	Mott	fought	for	women’s	suffrage	and	discussed	women’s	
role	in	society.	This	was	soon	to	turn	into	something	much	larger,	when	Lucy	Stone	organized	
the	National	Women’s	Rights	Convention	and	when	the	now	famous	Susan	B.	Anthony	joined	
the	cause. 
In	 the	 year	1869,	 the	National	Woman's	 Suffrage	Association	 (NWSA)	was	 founded	 in	
the	US.	Their	main	aim	was	to	fight	for	women’s	suffrage	and	general	rights.	One	of	the	group's	
founders	 was	 Susan	 B.	 Anthony,	 who	 made	 a	 standpoint	 by	 attempting	 to	 vote	 at	 the	
Presidential	Election	in	1872.	This	was	a	highly	controversial	act	since	women	were	not	allowed	
to	vote	at	the	time.	Anthony	was	put	on	trial	for	this	rebellious	act	in	1873,	which	resulted	in	
her	producing	her	famous	defence	speech	that	also	acted	as	an	appeal	for	women's’	suffrage.	
Her	speech	was	based	on	the	content	of	 the	American	constitution,	which	stated	that	all	 the	
American	people	 that	were	a	part	of	 the	union,	had	a	number	of	 rights,	 and	amongst	 them,	
voting. 
A	 part	 of	 Anthony’s	 main	 critic	 and	 argument	 was	 that	 the	 constitution	 didn’t	
specifically	 state	 that	 only	 men	 had	 right.	 She	 questioned	 the	 word-formulation	 of	 the	
constitution,	and	posed	the	rhetorical	question	of	whether	“the	people	of	the	United	States”	 ,	
included	women.	The	general	term	of	“the	people”	usually	implied	that	both	men	and	women	
should	have	the	law	applied	to	them.	Women	should	therefore	also	be	allowed	to	vote,	just	as	
men.	Anthony’s	act	and	speech	had	a	great	impact,	along	with	the	National	Women’s	Suffrage	
Association	 and	 other	 organizations,	 as	 in	 1920	 the	 19th	 amendment	 was	 added	 to	 the	
constitution,	allowing	women	the	right	to	vote	in	USA. 
	 
 
Second-Wave Feminism 
 
Second-wave	feminism	was	a	series	of	feminist	activities	that	began	decades	later	in	the	
1960s	and	 lasted	until	 the	early	1980s	 (the	exact	years	are	still	objects	of	dispute).	 In	USA,	 it	
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came	as	a	delayed	reaction	against	the	renewed	domestication	of	women	after	the	WWII,	and	
there	is	a	series	of	important	events	that	laid	the	groundwork	for	it.	 
Simone	de	Beauvoir’s	book	“The	Second	Sex”	was	translated	from	French	to	English	and	
published	 in	USA	 in	1963.	 In	the	book	she	examines	the	notion	of	women	being	perceived	as	
“the	other”	in	a	patriarchal	society.	In	1960	the	Food	and	Drug	Administration	approved	the	use	
of	 the	 oral	 contraceptive	 pill	 that	 was	 made	 available	 in	 1961.	 The	 Kennedy	 administration	
made	women’s	 rights	 a	 key	 issue,	 establishing	 the	 Presidential	 Commission	 on	 the	 Status	 of	
Women,	 chaired	 by	 Eleanor	 Roosevelt	 and	 naming	 women	 to	 many	 high-ranking	 positions	
within	 the	 administration.	Numerous	 other	 actions	 indicating	women’s	wider	 engagement	 in	
politics	that	would	come	with	the	second-wave,	such	as	in	1961,	when	Women	Strike	for	Peace	
mobilized	50,000	women	in	60	states	to	protest	against	above	ground	testing	of	nuclear	bombs	
and	tainted	milk. 
As	 opposed	 to	 the	 first-wave	 feminism,	 that	 revolved	 around	 middle-class	 white	
women’s	privileges,	the	second	was	run	by	a	broader	range	of	women	of	different	ethnicities	
and	 from	various	social	classes.	The	voice	of	 this	movement	was	more	radical	 too	 -	 the	main	
issue	 that	 was	 dominant	 at	 this	 period	 was	 the	 female	 role	 in	 the	 patriarchal	 society.	 This	
resulted	 in	 the	 rejection	of	 all	 things	 considered	oppressive,	 such	as	high	heels,	makeup	and	
bras,	as	they	were	seen	as		symbolizing	the	desire	to	be	appealing	and	the	need	to	conform	to	
fit	the	ideals	of	the	patriarchal	society.	 
In	 1963,	 inspired	 by	 The	 Second	 Sex,	 Betty	 Friedan	 wrote	 the	 bestseller	 The	 Female	
Mystique,	where	 she	 explicitly	 objects	 to	 the	 depiction	 of	women	 in	mainstream	media	 and	
claims	that	placing	them	at	home	is	degrading	and	a	waste	of	potential	and	talent,	by	limiting	
their	 possibilities.	 The	 book	 is	widely	 credited	with	 having	 begun	 the	 second-wave	 feminism	
and	Friedan	is	considered	to	be	the	“Mother	of	the	Movement”.	In	1966	she	founded,	together	
with	many	others,	the	National	Organization	for	Women. 
Also	 in	1963,	 freelance	 journalist	Gloria	Steinem	published	a	diary	she	authored	while	
working	undercover	as	a	Playboy	Bunny	at	the	Playboy	Club.	 	Her	claim	was	that	the	Playboy	
Bunnies	 were	 exploited	 as	 symbols	 of	 male	 chauvinism	 and	 the	 publication	 gained	 her	
widespread	 popularity	 among	 feminists.	 By	 1968,	 she	 became	 one	 of	 the	 most	 influential	
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figures	 in	 the	 movement	 and	 support	 for	 legalized	 abortion	 and	 federally	 funded	 day-cares	
become	the	two	leading	objectives	for	feminists. 
As	symbolic	to	the	movement	is	the	gathering	of	hundreds	of	feminists	on	September,	
7th,	1968	on	the	Atlantic	City	Boardwalk,	in	front	of	the	Miss	America	Pageant.	They	protested	
with	 banners	 and	 pamphlets	 and	 called	 out	 the	 American	 society’s	 normative	 beauty	
expectations	 as	 objectifying	 and	 degrading	 for	 women.	 Symbolically,	 they	 threw	 items	 that	
were	 considered	 “feminine”,	 such	 as	 makeup,	 bras,	 heels,	 pots	 and	 mops	 into	 a	 “Freedom	
Trash	Can”	and	crowned	a	 live	 sheep	as	a	way	of	 comparing	 the	beauty	pageant	 to	 livestock	
competition	at	 county	 fairs.	When	 they	succeeded	 to	unveil	a	 large	banner	emblazoned	with	
“Women’s	Liberation	Movement”	inside	the	contest	hall,	they	managed	to	attract	much	needed	
national	 and	worldwide	attention	 to	 the	movement.	On	 the	 same	day,	 a	 group	of	 civil	 rights	
activists	 led	 by	 J.	 Morris	 Anderson	 held	 a	 manifest	 at	 the	 Ritz	 Carlton	 Hotel,	 where	 they	
crowned	the	first	Miss	Black	America.	One	of	the	organizers,	feminist	protestor	Robin	Morgan	is	
quoted	 saying:	 “We	 deplore	 Miss	 Black	 America	 as	 much	 as	 Miss	 White	 America	 but	 we	
understand	the	black	issue	involved.”5 
In	the	aftermath	of	these	events,	second-wave	feminism	is	also	known	as	the	women’s	
liberation	 movement	 that	 urged	 to	 abolish	 the	 repression	 of	 the	 women.	 The	 1960s	 were	
marked	by	numerous	protests	and	new	laws	were	being	imposed	in	benefit	of	the	women	-	for	
example	the	Equal	Pay	Act	was	signed	into	law	by	John	F.	Kennedy	(10th	of	June,	1963),	aiming	
at	abolishing	gender-based	wage	disparity.	 
Second-wave	 feminism	 is	 considered	 largely	 successful	 and	many	historians	 view	 it	 as	
ending	in	the	early	1980s,	with	the	Feminist	Sex	Wars,	a	series	of	disputes	that	ushered	in	the	
era	of	the	third-wave	feminism	in	the	early	1990s. 
	 
 
 
 
 
                                                
5 Duke Digital Collections, 2015 
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Third Wave Feminism 
Third-wave	feminism	began	in	the	early	1990s,	differing	greatly	from	the	first	two	waves	
of	 feminism,	 and	 it	 is	 continuing	 to	 the	present.	 The	 first	waves	of	 feminism	 focused	on	 the	
right	 to	 vote,	 the	 right	 to	work,	 the	 right	 to	 own	 one’s	 body	 and	 the	 right	 to	 an	 education.	
These	movements	 often	 took	 a	more	 political	 approach,	 since	 the	 desired	 rights	were	 often	
obtained	 through	 the	changing	of	 laws	or	 creation	of	new	ones.	Third-wave	 feminism	 took	a	
new	 direction,	 its	 objective	 being	 redefining	 and	 collapsing	 the	 term	 “woman”,	 its	 ideology	
focusing	on	a	more	post-structuralist	interpretation	of	gender	and	sexuality.	In	Deconstructing	
Equality-versus-Difference:	Or,	the	Uses	of	Poststructuralist	Theory	for	Feminism,	Joan	W.	Scott	
describes	 how	 language	 has	 been	 used	 as	 a	 way	 to	 understand	 the	 world,	 however,	 “post-
structuralists	 insist	 that	words	and	 texts	 have	no	 fixed	or	 intrinsic	meanings,	 that	 there	 is	 no	
transparent	 or	 self-evident	 relationship	 between	 them	and	 either	 ideas	 or	 things,	 no	 basic	 or	
ultimate	correspondence	between	language	and	the	world.”6	 
In	 the	early	1990s	the	the	Riot	Grrrl	movement	sought	 to	give	women	the	 liberty	and	
power	to	control	their	voices	and	artistic	expressions.	 
In	 1991,	 Anita	 Hill	 accused	 Clarence	 Thomas,	 nominee	 to	 the	 US	 Supreme	 Court	 of	
sexual	harassment.	After	extensive	debates,	the	US	Senate	voted	in	Thomas’s	favor.	In	response	
to	 Anita’s	 case,	 in	 1992,	 Rebecca	 Walker	 published	 an	 article	 in	 Ms.	 Magazine,	 entitled	
“Becoming	the	Third	Wave”,	hereby	coining	the	term. 
The	movement	 challenges	 stereotypes	 associated	 with	 women,	 criticizes	 the	media’s	
portrayal	 of	women	 and	 the	 language	 associated	with	 genders.	 Third-wave	 feminists	 believe	
that	 language	creates	binaries	between	men	and	women,	which	affects	 the	power	 structure.	
This	 in	 turn	 leads	 to	 a	 patriarchal	 structure	 in	 society.	 Third-wave	 feminists	 focus	 on	 the	
individual	 identity	of	women,	challenging	the	thought	of	a	universal	 female	 identity.	The	 idea	
was	that	how	a	woman	decides	to	approach	feminism	and	empowerment	is	up	to	the	individual	
and	should	not	be	universal	nor	a	social	norm.	They	search	to	question,	reclaim,	and	redefine	
the	 ideas,	 words,	 and	 media	 that	 have	 transmitted	 ideas	 about	 gender,	 gender	 roles,	
womanhood,	beauty,	and	sexuality.	 
                                                
6 W. Scott, Joan, 1941  
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Many	 third-wave	 feminists	 are	 viewed	 as	 radical	 feminists,	 as	 they	 challenge	 the	
patriarchy,	 gender	 norms	 and	 preconceived	 ideals,	 and	while	 this	 was	 a	 common	 ground	 of	
interests	 for	many	 third-wave	 feminists	 one	 issue	 seems	 to	 divide	 the	 community:	 sexuality	
(Feminist	Sex	Wars).	 
As	 the	word	 “feminist”	 can	 be	misperceived	 as	 insensitive	 to	 the	 delicate	 problem	of	
gender,	 some	 third-wave	 feminists	 prefer	 to	 steer	 away	 from	 it,	 refusing	 the	 label	 or	
challenging	universal	 definitions	of	 femininity.	 In	 her	 book,	To	Be	Real:	 Telling	 the	 Truth	and	
Changing	the	Face	of	Feminism,	third-wave	feminism	symbol	Rebecca	Walker	affirms: 
“Whether	the	young	women	who	refuse	the	feminist	label	realize	it	or	not,	on	some	level	
they	recognize	that	an	ideal	woman	born	of	prevalent	notions	of	how	empowered	women	look,	
act,	or	think	is	simply	another	impossible	contrivance	of	perfect	womanhood,	another	scripted	
role	to	perform	in	the	name	of	biology	and	virtue”. 
 
 
 
Postmodern Feminism 
 
Postmodern	feminism	is	not	a	wave	of	feminism	but	rather	an	approach	to	feminism.	It	
has	its	roots	in	the	existentialistic	questions	that	Sartre	arose.	Questions	such	as	“do	we	really	
have	complete	freedom?”7	made	new	philosophers	like	Judith	Butler	deconstruct	definitions	of	
what	was	understood	with	terms	like	gender	and	the	place	of	societal	expectations.	 
Postmodern	 feminism	 focuses	mainly	 on	 the	 linguistics	 related	 to	 the	 comparison	 of	
women	and	men.	Michel	Foucault	argued	that	the	society’s	discourse	and	linguistics	define	how	
one	 identifies	 oneself,	 in	 terms	 of	 gender	 and	 sexuality.	 Postmodern	 feminists	 believe	 that	
changing	 linguistic	discourses	 is	an	 important	 step	 in	women’s	 liberation,	wishing	 to	create	a	
linguistic	equality	amongst	the	sexes. 
Though	Postmodern	feminism	features	different	ways	of	thinking	according	to	gender,	it	
also	accepts	the	binary	male/female	and	follows	Beauvoir’s	idea,	postmodern	feminist		have	a	
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critical	view	of	how	women	are	becoming	“the	other”	and	being	suppressed	in	the	patriarchal	
society.	Jacques	Derrida	was	the	founder	of	the	idea	of	deconstruction8,	a	means	of	criticising	
philosophical	and	literary	works,	by	attacking	hierarchical	oppositions.	Postmodern	theories	are	
highly	 dependent	 upon	 deconstructions	 and	 the	 movement	 aims	 to	 deconstruct	 binary	
oppositions,	 such	as	male/female.	Postmodern	 feminism	then	rejects	 the	 idea	of	an	essential	
womanhood.	 	 Joanne	 Hollows	 affirms:	 “There	 is	 no	 single	 feminine	 identity,	 but	 multiple	
feminine	identities”9. 
In	 Simone	 de	 Beauvoir’s	 book	 The	 Second	 Sex,	 she	 discusses	 how	 women	 are	
categorized	as	 “the	other”	and	 the	 inferior	 sex	 compared	 to	men,	 as	displayed	 in	 the	quote:	
“Humanity	is	male,	and	man	defines	woman	not	in	herself,	but	in	relation	to	himself.”	10	 
She	argues	 that	 society	has	defined	women	as	weak,	passive	and	dependent	on	men.	
Women	have	often	been	viewed	solely	as	mothers	and	wives,	and	de	Beauvoir	discusses	how	
this	is	a	social	construction.	 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
8Lawlor, 2006 
9 Hollows, 2000, p. 34 
10de Beauvoir, 1953, p. 26  
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Theory  
Simone de Beauvoir 
		  
In	1949,	Simone	de	Beauvoir	wrote	the	book	The	Second	Sex,	which	aimed	to	investigate	
the	 popular	 definitions	 of	 femininity.	 Beauvoir	 famously	writes,	 “One	 is	 not	 born,	 but	 rather	
becomes,	a	woman”	11.	The	book	presents	the	idea	that	femininity	is	a	construction	of	society,	
that	one	is	not	born	with	specific	feminine	or	masculine	qualities,	but	that	these	are	definitions	
forced	upon	us	by	social	agents. 
De	Beauvoir	 found	 that	definitions	of	 femininity	were	socially	and	culturally	produced	
and	not	ones	that	were	inherent	to	women.	The	definitions	had	been	used	to	suppress	women,	
and	 constructed	 in	 order	 to	 keep	 men	 in	 a	 dominant	 position	 in	 a	 patriarchal	 society.	 De	
Beauvoir	 claims	 that	 historically,	women	 have	 been	 inferior	 to	men	 because	 society	 teaches	
them	 to	 fulfill	 man's	 needs,	 to	 seek	 validation	 of	 their	 own	 worth	 by	 following	 external	
cues/trends,	and	because	women	have	had	fewer	legal	rights,	it	has	led	to	women	having	less	
public	influence. 
 
Simone	de	Beauvoir	writes	 in	The	Second	Sex	 that	women	 throughout	 the	years	have	
been	 defined	 as	 inferior	 to	 men	 and	 have	 been	 categorized	 as	 “the	 other”.	 Women	 are	
commonly	associated	with	qualities	such	as	“passive”,	“static”	and	“immersed	in	themselves”	.	
De	Beauvoir	claims	that	these	are	qualities	applied	to	women	by	society	and	not	qualities	that	
come	naturally	to	women	in	terms	of	biology.	This	idea	is	contradicting	to	how	men	have	been	
defined.	 De	 Beauvoir	 discusses	 how	 men	 traditionally	 act	 as	 “subjects”,	 while	 women	 are	
traditionally	treated	as	“objects”.	A	subject	is	someone	who	takes	action.	An	object	is	someone	
who	 is	 passive,	 submissive,	 and	 acted	 upon.	 Objects	 play	 a	 role	 in	 satisfying	 the	 subject.	
Subjects	act,	while	objects	are	acted	upon.	De	Beauvoir	discusses	how	often	objects	only	have	
value	to	the	subject	as	a	sexual	partner.	 
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De	Beauvoir	argues	that	women	learn	to	objectify	themselves	through	the	analogy	of	a	
woman	 with	 a	 live-action	 doll.	 The	 doll	 is	 dressed	 up	 in	 clothes	 and	 makeup	 and	 made	
aesthetically	pleasing,	but	has	no	agency	and	no	subjectivity.	The	doll	is	submissive,	is	dressed	
by	her	owner,	 listens	 to	 the	owner’s	 secrets,	offers	 comfort	and	 lies	at	home	waiting	 for	 the	
owner	to	come	home	from	school.	She	is	an	object,	used	for	her	ability	to	pleasure	her	owner.	
De	Beauvoir	says	that	when	a	girl	grows	up,	she	sees	herself	in	the	same	situation	as	the	doll.	
She	writes	 that,	 as	 a	woman	 it	 is	 her	 role	 and	 job	 to	 attract	 a	man	with	 her	 beauty	 and	 to	
maintain	this	beauty	so	that	the	man	does	not	stray.	She	should	quietly	listen	to	his	problems,	
and	wait	at	home	for	him	until	he	comes	home	from	work.	She	becomes	more	of	an	accessory	
in	 the	 man’s	 life,	 rather	 than	 an	 independent	 individual.	 De	 Beauvoir	 states	 that	 even	 if	 a	
woman	does	not	marry,	she	is	still	under	external	pressures	for	beauty	and	facing	expectations	
to	 be	 attractive.	 To	 be	 attractive,	 women	 must	 wear	 clothes	 and	 shoes	 are	 designed	 and	
created	for	women	that	are	meant	to	highlight	their	bodily	features,	even	if	it	would	constrain	
their	movements. 
 
De	Beauvoir	writes	that	because	of	women’s	biological	physical	disadvantage	compared	
to	men	 (not	 being	 as	 strong,	 as	 fast,	 as	 big)	 they	 have	 been	 defined	 as	 physically	weak	 and	
therefore	cast	as	socially	weak	as	well.	De	Beauvoir	claims	that	this	should	not	be	the	mindset	
of	 society,	 and	 that	 no	 physical	 traits	 should	 hinder	 women	 in	 gaining	 the	 same	 amount	 of	
power	 and	 control	 as	 men.	 De	 Beauvoir	 writes	 that	 society	 should	 lean	 away	 from	 viewing	
women	 as	 just	 a	 “sexual	 partner”,	 one	with	 the	 sole	 ability	 to	 bear	 children.	 Society	 should		
move	towards	seeing	women	as	independent	entities	who	should	aim	to	achieve	liberation. 
De	Beauvoir	writes	that	in	order	for	women	to	achieve	liberation,	they	must	recognize	
that	these	norms		are	social	constructions.	Women	will	then	be	able	to	escape	their	context	and		
by	doing	so,	determine	their	own	destiny.12	 
  
We	have	decided	to	use	Simone	de	Beauvoir’s	subject	vs.	object	theory	presented	in	The	
Second	 Sex,	 because	 we	 think	 we	 will	 be	 able	 to	 deduce,	 using	 objectification	 identifying	
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methods,	 whether	 the	 female	 protagonist	 is	 being	 objectified	 in	 the	 comic.	 We	 will	 find	
whether	 or	 not	 Emp	 is	 considered	 the	 object	 or	 the	 subject	 in	 storylines,	 conversations	
between	 opposite	 sexes	 and	 in	 visual	 contexts	 (e.g.	 position	 or	 size	 in	 relation	 the	 male	
characters).	We	intend	to	find	out	if	Emp	is	being	portrayed	exclusively	as	a	sexual	tool.		  
 
 
Immanuel Kant’s Objectification Theory 
 
Theorist	 Immanuel	 Kant	 (1724-1804)	 discusses	 how	 sexual	 relations	 outside	 of	 a	
monogamous	marriages	 lead	to	objectification.	Kant	claims	that	objectification	occurs	when	a	
person’s	humanity	is	lowered	to	the	status	of	an	object.	Women	are	treated	as	“object(s)”	used	
solely	 for	 sexual	 purposes.	 Kant	 argues	 that	 men’s	 obsession	 with	 sex,	 and	 consumption	 of	
pornography	has	led	to	women	being	reduced	to	being	seen	as	sexual	tools13 
  
Kant	 states	 that	 inequality	 between	 the	 sexes	 leads	 to	 objectification.	 His	 main	
argument	 centres	 around	 the	 idea	 that	 sexual	 desire	 is	 what	 drives	 people’s	 actions	 in	 life,	
especially	 concerning	 relationships	 between	 men	 and	 women.	 He	 argues	 that	 for	 humans,	
sexual	pleasure	 is	a	strong	and	desirable	sensation,	and	that	when	sexual	desire	 is	drawn	out	
and	lusted	for,	it	becomes	prominent	in	the	mind-set	of	the	person.	All	thoughts	turn	to	sexual	
desire	 and	 the	 selfishness	 is	 fulfilling	 one’s	 own	 needs.	 This	 causes	 the	 person	 to	 see	 their	
sexual	partner	merely	as	a	tool	for	the	satisfaction	of	oneself.	They	cannot	identify	the	person	
other	 than	 as	 a	 sexual	 tool,	 until	 the	 sexual	 act	 has	 been	 completed,	 thus	 objectifying	 the	
person. 
  
Kant	tries	to	explain	his	theory	through	the	example	of	a	lemon:	One	is	hungry,	in	order	
to	satisfy	 this	need	one	decides	 to	eat	a	 lemon.	After	 the	 lemon	has	been	eaten,	 there	 is	no	
longer	 any	 use	 for	 it	 and	 it	 is	 then	 thrown	 away.	 Kant	 argues	 that	 this	 happens	 in	 sexual	
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relationships	as	well,	once	the	sexual	desire	has	been	satisfied,	the	partner	no	longer	has	use	
for	the	object,	and	it	is	disregarded	and	not	seen	as	having	anymore	worth. 
  
 
We	have	decided	to	use	Kant’s	objectification	theory	as	it	involves	the	discussion	on	the	
origins	 of	 objectification	 and	 objectification	 in	 relation	 to	 pornography	 and	 prostitution.	 As	
Empowered	features	pornographical	elements,	such	as	bondage,	we	wish	to	discuss	the	effect	
this	has	on	how	the	female	protagonist	is	seen	and	treated	by	male	characters. 
 
 
The Feminist Sex Wars 
 
We	will	be	using	arguments	stemming	from	the	so-called	Sex	Wars	from	the	late	1970s	
and	 1980s,	 in	 our	 discussion	 of	 Emp’s	 sexuality14	 and	 objectification.	 The	 Sex	 Wars	 were	
historical	debates	among	western	feminists	on	a	number	of	issues	related	to	sex,	and	primarily	
on	 pornography.	 Although	 the	 Sex	 Wars	 focused	 mainly	 on	 the	 pornography	 industry	 and	
legislation,	the	fundamental	ideas	and	values	behind	the	positions	in	this	debate	are	relevant	to	
the	discussion	of	feminism	in	the	comic	Empowered.	The	central	question	of	these	discussions	
is	whether	or	not	women’s	sexuality	can	be	empowering,	not	only	on	an	individual	level,	but	on	
a	greater	scale	as	well. 
	 
The	Feminist	Sex	Wars	was	an	internal	conflict	that	came	as	a	result	of	the	end	of	the	
second-wave	of	feminism	in	America.	The	Sex	Wars	were	a	series	of	heated	debates	within	the	
feminist	community	over	several	topics	related	to	sex.	The	discussions	started	in	the	mid-to	late	
1970s	with	the	formation	of	anti-pornography	groups,	such	as	the	Women	Against	Violence	in	
Pornography	 and	Media	 (WAVPM)15	 .	 The	 group	was	 formed	 in	 1977	 after	 a	 conference	 on	
violence	 against	women	held	 in	 1976.	WAVPM	and	other	 groups	 saw	 a	 connection	 between	
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violence	 against	 women	 in	 media	 and	 an	 (alleged)	 increase	 in	 violence	 against	 women	 in	
society.	 They	 started	 attacking	 pornography	 and	 called	 for	 its	 abolishment	 and	 were	 soon	
joined	 by	 others.	 This	 then	 started	 the	 Sex	Wars,	 as	 other	 feminists	 did	 not	 believe	 in	 the	
abolishment	of	porn.	The	wars	describe	the	split	that	occurred	in	the	feminist	community.	  
During	the	Sex	Wars,	feminists	often	fell	into	two	categories	in	debates	of	sex	positivity	
mainly	 in	the	debate	of	women's	role	 in	pornography.	Some	defined	themselves	as	Anti-Porn	
Feminists	and	others	as	Sex	Positive	Feminists.	 
 
 
Anti-Porn Feminists 
	 
Anti-Porn	 feminist	 believe	 that	 the	porn	 industry	 is	 a	backwards	 step	 for	 the	 feminist	
movement,	 as	 it	 does	 not	 empower	 women,	 but	 rather	 reduce	 them	 to	 objects	 for	 male	
fantasies.	Anti-Porn	 feminists	believe	 that	 featuring	women	 in	pornographic	 settings	 is	a	 tool	
for	 patriarchal	 oppression.	 Many	 believe	 that	 men	 created	 pornography,	 which	 sexually	
objectifies	women,	to	focus	on	providing	sexual	pleasure	for	men.	Women	in	pornography	are	
to	 be	 submissive	 to	men,	men	 are	 the	 ones	 in	 control,	 the	women	 are	 there	 to	 please	 and	
therefore,	women	become	a	property,	and	therefore	one’s	that	belongs	to	men.	Due	to	these	
circumstances	 consumers	 of	 porn	 will	 view	 women	 and	 their	 position	 in	 real	 life	 in	 an	
inaccurate	and	sexist	way.	“In	 the	male	system,	women	are	sex,	 sex	 is	 the	whore.	The	 lowest	
whore	 that	 belongs	 to	 men.”16	 	 Anti-Porn	 feminists	 also	 states	 that	 the	 fact	 that	 women’s	
sexuality	 is	 regarded	 as	 “dirty”	 is	 also	 the	 fault	 of	 pornography.	 The	 pornography	 industry	
originated	 from	the	conviction	 that	 the	sexuality	of	women	 is	dirty	and	 is	being	portrayed	as	
so.17		 
	 
Andrea	Dworkin	(1946-2005)	was	an	American	radical	feminist	and	best	known	for	her	
criticism	on	pornography.	In	her	book	Pornography	–	Men	possessing	women,	Dworkin	argues	
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that	 pornography	 is	 a	 celebration	 of	 rape	 and	 injury	 to	 women	 and	 “is	 the	 orchestrated	
destruction	of	women’s	bodies	and	souls”	18.	Dworkin	also	argues	that	pornography	is	created	
and	orchestrated	by	men	and	destroys	women	both	physically	and	mentally	by	portraying	them	
as	tools	or	objects	to	have	sex	with. 
Using	women’s	testimonies	and	stories	of	how	the	pornography	industry	has	resulted	in	
abuse,	 rape,	 insults,	denigration	and	even	murder,	Dworkin	claims	that	porn	 leads	to	slavery,	
violence	and	 force	between	men	and	women’s	 relationships.	 Furthermore	 she	asserts	 that	 it	
also	 leads	 to	 a	 twisted	 view	 on	women	 as	 being	 there	 only	 to	 serve	men	 sexually.	 Dworkin	
affirms	 that,	 as	 the	 demands	 on	more	 pornography	meets	 the	market,	more	women	will	 be	
used	and	 forced	to	do	unpleasant	acts	 to	please	men	and	even	more	women	will	be	seen	as	
only	sexual	tools,	and	not	as	human	beings.	The	only	way	to	stop	this,	Dworkin	among	others	
believed,	was	by	eliminating	and	prohibiting	pornography.	Together	with	constitutional	lawyer	
Catharine	A.	Mackinnon	in	1983,	she	drafted	an	amendment	to	the	US	constitution	that	would	
recognize	 pornography	 as	 a	 violation	 of	 the	 civil	 rights	 of	 women,	 as	 a	 form	 of	 sex	
discrimination,	and	an	abuse	of	human	rights.	The	law	passed	in	a	few	states,	but	was	quickly	
sued	by	the	government	and	was	retracted. 
In	regards	to	objectification	of	women,	Mackinnon	states: 
”A	sex	object	is	defined	on	the	basis	of	its	looks,	in	terms	of	its	usability	for	sexual	pleasure,	such	
that	 both	 the	 looking—the	 quality	 of	 gaze,	 including	 its	 points	 of	 view—and	 the	 definition	
according	to	use	become	eroticised	as	part	of	the	sex	itself.	This	is	what	the	feminist	concept	of	
‘sex	object’	means”.	19 
Dworkin	has	inspired	more	recent	debates	and	arguments.	Meghan	Murphy,	freelance	
writer	 and	 journalist	 is	 a	 contemporary	 anti-pornography	 feminist	 who	 believes	 that	 porn	 is	
inherently	sexist	and	harmful	to	women,	regardless	of	who	it	is	created	by.	She	maintains	that	
“any	individual	can	feel	‘empowered’	in	any	given	situation,	but	that	changes	nothing	in	terms	
of	 the	 overall	 structures	 and	 systems	 and	 it	 changes	 nothing	 in	 terms	 of	 women’s	 collective	
liberation	from	said	system.”20	 
                                                
18Dworkin, 198, p. 204 
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Several	 of	 her	 arguments	 are	 based	 on	 the	 idea	 of	 adaptive	 preferences,	 which	 is	 a	
concept	 describing	 how	 an	 oppressed	 individuals	 preferences	 and	 wishes	 adapt	 to	 their	
circumstances.	 Take	 the	 example	 of	 cat-calling.	 In	 a	 society	where	 this	 is	 very	 common	 and	
individual	may	see	this	as	the	norm	and	as	something	positive,	and	feel	as	if	it	is	something	they	
should	strive	after.	Whereas	they	would	not	feel	this	way,	had	their	preferences	not	adapted	to	
their	circumstances.21 
 
Anti-Porn	 feminists	criticise	Sex-Positive	 feminist	saying	 that	 the	pornography	 industry	
leads	 to	men	 finding	 it	 natural	 to	 sexually	 objectify	women.	 Sex-Positive	 feminist	 respond	 to	
this	claim	by	saying	that	sexual	objectification	is	only	a	problem	for	women,	if	the	women	feel	
objectified,	but	they	have	the	choice	of	being	empowered	as	a	result	of	it	instead. 
 
	 
 
Sex-positive feminists 
	 
Sex-positive	feminists	define	sex	positivity	as	women’s	empowerment	in	the	context	of	
sex	-	claiming	that	women	should	not	be	ashamed	of	engaging	in	sexual	activities,	nor	should	it	
be	considered	a	taboo	for	women	to	have,	enjoy	and	talk	about	sex.	These	ideas	developed	into	
a	campaign	in	response	to	the	anti-pornography	movement	and	is	a	big	feature	of	third-wave	
feminism.	 Sex-positive	 feminism	 is	 not	 a	 direct	 opposition	 to	 anti-porn,	 however,	 as	 sex-
positive	 feminist	 focus	 on	 women	 in	 sexual	 situations	 in	 general,	 and	 can	 be,	 and	 are,	 still	
critical	of	pornography	without	wanting	to	abolish	it. 
Sex-positive	feminists	do	believe	that	there	are	potential	benefits	of	pornography,	not	
just	as	a	means	of	pleasure,	but	also	as	a	source	of	knowledge	that	could	enrich	women’s	sex	
lives.	 They	 believe	 that	 it	 is	 a	 woman’s	 choice	 if	 she	 chooses	 to	 watch	 or	 participate	 in	
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pornography.	 Porn	 should	 be	 seen	 as	 liberating	 for	women	 and	 should	 not	 carry	 a	 negative	
connotation.22	 
The	assumption	behind	these	beliefs	is	that,	in	many	societies,	the	tradition	is	that	men	
are	allowed	to	be	seen	as	sexual	beings,	ones	that	enjoy	sex	and	participate	in	a	great	deal	of	it.	
A	high	sex	drive	is	viewed	as	a	natural	and	celebrated	trait	of	men.	For	women,	it	is	not	the	
same	situation.	If	a	woman	adopts	the	same	attitude	regarding	sexual	intercourse	as	a	man,	she	
is	often	labelled	promiscuous	and	called	a	‘slut’.	Often	being	confident	about	one’s	sexual	
identity	is	enough	to	get	stuck	with	the	label.23	The	argument	is	that	a	greater	acceptance	of	
pornography	and	a	feminist	reformation	of	this	media,	will	remove	the	stigma	around	women	
in	the	context	of	sex	and	allow	women	to	be	empowered	sexually.24	 
	 
Gayle	Rubin	wrote	several	articles	defending	sex	positivity.	She	is	an	American	
anthropologist	and	feminist,	born	in	1949	in	South	Carolina.	In	1984	she	wrote	Thinking	Sex:	
Notes	for	a	Radical	Theory	of	the	Politics	of	Sexuality	where	she	explores	how	certain	sexual	
acts	are	viewed	as	morally	wrong.	In	2011	she	published	Deviations,	the	full	collection	of	all	of	
her	writings. 
In	one	of	 the	essays	 in	Deviations	 -	Misguided,	Dangerous	and	Wrong	-	An	analysis	of	
Antipornography	Politics,	Rubin	says	that	feminists	before	the	1970s	demanded	changes	in	the	
sexist	nature	of	television,	fiction,	advertising	and	other	arts.	They	wanted	to	see	a	change	in	
how	 women	 were	 presented	 and	 treated	 in	 media,	 but	 did	 not	 call	 for	 abolition	 of	 these	
mediums.	When	 pornography	was	 added	 to	 the	 feminist	 agenda	 in	 the	 late	 1970s,	with	 the	
formation	 of	 WAVPM	 and	 other	 groups,	 these	 groups	 attacked	 pornography	 directly.	 The	
argument	was	that	porn	was	by	definition	sexist	and	could	not	be	 improved	through	feminist	
changes.	 Rubin	 claims	 that	 the	 idea	 that	 pornography	 is	 “beyond	 feminist	 salvage”25	 is	
nonsensical. 
                                                
22 Rampton, 2015 
23 Valenti, 2014 
24 Rubin, 2011, p. 272 
25 Rubin, 2011, p. 255 
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She	calls	attention	to	similarities	between	sex-education	films	and	pornography.26	Many	
of	the	producers	of	educational	films	are	heterosexual	men,	just	as	the	porn-industry,	and	the	
attitudes	of	these	men	towards	women	are	similar.	Rubin	argues	that	this	does	not	mean	that	
sex-education	material	should	be	banned,	but	that	more	women	should	enter	the	industry	(as	
producers),	so	that	the	attitudes	and	portrayal	of	women	reflected	in	this	media	is	not	harmful	
to	 women.	 This	 also	 counts	 in	 the	 porn	 industry.27	 She	 argues	 that	 pornography	 is	 not	
inherently	anti-feminist	or	anti-women,	 in	 the	same	way	that	 films	or	novels	are	not	by	 their	
nature	harmful	to	women.	However,	she	does	agree	that	most	porn	is	sexist,	but	does	not	think	
it	 is	more	sexist	 than	media	 in	general.	 Instead	of	abolishment	 she	calls	 for	 the	same	sort	of	
change	 that	 feminists	 work	 towards	 in	 other	 media,	 and	 wants	 to	 engage	 feminists	 in	 the	
production	of	porn,	to	make	porn	for	women.28	 
One	 of	 the	 main	 points	 of	 the	 anti-pornography	 movement	 was	 the	 argument	 that	
pornography	 presents	 and	 promotes	 violence	 towards	 women.	 Rubin	 criticises	 the	 anti-
pornography	movements	with	 the	 argument	 that	 pornography	 is	 different	 from	other	media	
due	to	its	highly	sexual	content,	not	the	amount	of	violence,	but	it	is	targeted	differently	than	
other	 media.29	 Rubin	 compares	 the	 attitude	 behind	 anti-porn	 movements	 (not	 necessarily	
feminist)	 to	anti-contraception,	homophobic	and	general	anti-sex	movements.30	 She	criticises	
the	ideas	laid	forward	by	Dworkin	and	Mackinnon	and	claims	that	while	anti-porn	feminists	say	
they	want	to	protect	women,	they	simultaneously	lack	a	respect	for	women	in	this	industry.31 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
26 Rubin, 2011, p. 264-265 
27 Rubin, 2011, p. 264 
28 Rubin, 2011, p. 272 
29 Rubin, 2011 p. 262 
30 Rubin, 2011 p. 138-141 
31 Rubin, 2011, p. 268 
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Methods 
  
The	 American	 philosopher	 Martha	 Nussbaum	 and	 the	 australian	 philosopher	 Rae	
Langton	(1995)	identify	objectification,	and	how	one	can	recognize	someone	being	treated	like	
an	object.	The	 ‘Objectification	 Identifiers’	describe	the	following	features	as	being	 involved	 in	
the	idea	of	treating	a	person	as	an	object: 
Instrumentality	is	the	treatment	of	someone	as	an	object	or	tool,	used	for	the	purposes	of	the	
object. 
Denial	of	autonomy:	the	treatment	of	a	person	as	lacking	in	autonomy	and	self-determination 
Inertness:	the	treatment	of	a	person	as	lacking	in	agency,	and	perhaps	also	in	activity 
Fungibility:	the	treatment	of	a	person	as	interchangeable	with	other	objects 
Violability:	the	treatment	of	a	person	as	lacking	in	boundary-integrity 
Ownership:	the	treatment	of	a	person	as	something	that	is	owned	by	another 
 
Denial	of	subjectivity	is	the	treatment	of	someone	whose	feelings	do	not	need	to	be	taken	into	
account. 
Reduction	to	body	is	the	treatment	of	a	person	as	identified	with	their	body		 
Reduction	to	appearance	is	the	treatment	of	a	person	as	identified	with	how	they	look 
Silencing	is	treating	a	person	as	if	they	are	silent	and	unable	or	incapable	to	speak.32 
 
 Caroline	Heldman,	 an	American	 professor	 in	 politics,	 defines	 sexual	 objectification	 as	
“the	 process	 of	 representing	 or	 treating	 a	 person	 like	 a	 sex	 object,	 one	 that	 serves	 another’s	
sexual	 pleasure.”	 Heldman	was	 greatly	 inspired	 by	Nussbaum	and	 Langton	 and	 created	 “The	
Sexy	Test”,	a	test	which	can	be	used	to	identify	sexual	objectification	in	media.	She	found	that	
over	 the	years,	due	to	overexposure	and	social	 learning,	many	people	have	 lost	 the	ability	 to	
recognize	and	identify	sexual	objectification,	especially	of	women.	The	test	demonstrates	that	if	
the	media	possesses	one	of	the	seven	characteristics,	it	is	objectifying	women: 
                                                
32 Nussbaum, 1995 
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Parts:	Does	 the	 image	 show	 only	 parts	 of	 a	 sexualized	 person’s	 body?	 For	 example,	 putting	
focus	on	the	breasts	or	buttocks	of	the	individual. 
Object:	Does	the	image	present	a	sexualized	person	as	a	stand-in	for	an	object? 
Interchangeable:	Does	the	image	show	a	sexualized	person	as	interchangeable? 
Harmed:	Does	the	image	affirm	the	idea	of	violating	the	bodily	integrity	of	a	sexualized	person	
that	cannot	give	consent? 
Availability:	Does	the	image	suggest	sexual	availability	as	the	main	characteristic	of	the	person? 
Commodity:	Does	the	 image	show	the	sexualized	person	as	something	that	can	be	bought	or	
sold? 
Canvas:	Does	the	image	treat	the	sexualized	person’s	body	as	a	canvas?	 
  
Heldman	discusses	 how	after	 the	 Sex	Wars,	 the	 rise	 of	 third-wave	 feminism	 focussed	
primarily	 on	 women	 gaining	 empowerment	 through	 sexual	 objectification.	 The	 idea	 in	 third	
wave	 feminism	 is	 that	 women	 should	 be	 empowered	 in	 their	 sexuality,	 and	 objectification	
should	 not	 carry	 negative	 connotations33.	 This	 led	 to	 a	 new	 era	 of	 sexual	 objectification	 in	
media.	Advertising	became	hypersexualized	in	order	to	fully	capture	the	attentions	of	viewers,	
who	were	 now	being	 exposed	 to	more	 advertisements	 than	 ever	 before.	 Heldman	 discusses	
that	these	women	that	have	grown	up	in	this	culture	now	view	themselves	as	sexual	objects	–	
objects	for	others’	desire. 
Heldman	 states	 that	 being	 seen	 as	 a	 sex	 object	 is	 not	 empowering	 to	 women.	 She	
explains	that	this	is	because	of	the	object	vs.	subject	dichotomy	and	because	objects	will	always	
be	acted	upon	and	never	have	control	over	themselves. 
  
Heldman	 theorizes	 that	 in	media,	 and	 specifically	 advertising,	 something	 else	 is	 being	
sold.	 Her	 claim	 is	 that	men	 are	 being	 told	 through	media	 that	 they	 are	 the	 sexual	 subjects,	
which	 makes	 them	 feel	 powerful.	 Having	 the	 women	 being	 objectified,	 submissive	 and	
controllable	makes	men	feel	powerful	and	take	on	the	role	of	the	subject.	Women	however	get	
sold	the	idea	that	this	is	how	they	get	their	value,	that	these	are	the	ideals	that	one	must	strive	
                                                
33 Heldman, 2013 
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towards.	Zubriggen	et	al.	 (2007)	writes	 that	 this	 is	 “a	key	process	whereby	girls	 [and	women]	
learn	 to	 think	 and	 treat	 their	 bodies	 as	 objects	 of	 others’	 desires”.	 Eventually,	 this	 leads	 to	
numerous	 mental,	 physical	 and	 emotional	 issues	 for	 many	 women.	 This	 technique	 in	
advertising	leads	to	the	lowering	of	many	women’s	self-esteem	and	becoming	self-conscious.	34 
 
Boundaries 
In	order	to	answer	our	problem	formulation,	we	set	boundaries	for	our	project	with	the	
ambition	to	keep	the	project	focused	on	only	relevant	sources	that	relates	to	the	two	questions	
that	we	will	elaborate	on	in	this	section.	 
Due	to	the	fact	that	the	comic	Empowered	 is	a	series,	spanning	over	nine	volumes	we	
decided	only	to	apply	our	problem	definition,	theories	and	methods	to	the	first	volume	of	the	
series.	The	volume	gives	a	thorough	introduction	to	the	main	character,	the	themes	of	the	story	
and	explores	these	to	the	extent	that	we	will	be	able	to	use	it	as	a	base	for	investigation. 
The	discussion	on	objectification	will	be	analyzed	using	arguments	presented	during	the	
Sex	Wars,	made	by	 leading	 feminists	 in	 the	 third-wave	 feminist	movement.	Although	 the	Sex	
Wars	were	 debates	 from	 the	 1970s	 and	 1980s,	 the	 issues	 raised	 are	 still	 debated	 today	 and	
highly	 relevant	 in	 an	 exploration	 of	 Empowered.	 We	 have	 chosen	 to	 focus	 on	 one	 main	
argument	from	either	side	of	the	debate,	namely	the	sex-positive	feminist	Gayle	Rubin,	and	the	
joint	argument	put	forward	by	the	anti-pornography	feminists	Andrea	Dworkin	and	Catharine	
Mackinnon.	The	discussion	will	not	delve	into	arguments	made	by	others	from	this	debate. 
Additionally,	we	have	used	theories	from	both	Simone	de	Beauvoir	and	Immanuel	Kant	
on	 objectification.	Whereas	 the	 two	 philosophers	 draw	 theories	 on	 objectification	 from	 two	
different	points	of	views,	as	in	the	sex	wars,	we	find	it	necessary	to	insert	both	to	discuss	both	
sides	of	the	repercussions	of	objectification.		 
The	two	methods	we	are	using	to	analyze	the	comic	in	order	to	identify	whether	Emp	is	
being	 objectified	 or	 not	 goes	 hand-in-hand	 with	 the	 theories	 that	 also	 discusses	 the	
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consequences	of	it.	The	methods	we	have	chosen	are	by	philosophers	Nussbaum,	Langton	and	
Heldman.	 
 
Feminism	in	itself	is	a	very	broad	topic	and	many	different	movements	within	feminism	
have	arisen	inspired	by	different	philosophers	or	other	important	people	and	focus	on	different	
topics	with	the	purpose	to	gain	equality	between	the	two	genders.	 
We	 have	 chosen	 the	 first	 three	movements	 and	 postmodern	 feminism	 because	 they	
cover	the	relevant	sources	that	relates	to	the	philosophers	we	are	a	using.	 
 
In	our	analysis	of	the	comic	we	have	chosen	only	to	focus	mainly	on	the	suit,	Emp	as	a	
character,	bondage,	Emp’s	relation	to	other	characters	and	the	fourth	wall	break	because	these	
are	the	topics	relevant	for	us	in	the	comic	to	help	answer	our	problem	formulation.	 
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Women’s Portrayal in Comics 
 
 
A	comic	is	a	story	told	through	a	sequence	of	drawn	images.	The	first	comic	appeared	in	
1896	in	an	American	newspaper,	and	over	the	years	comics	have	been	known	to	often	feature	
superheroes.	Comics	developed	from	being	a	small	feature	in	newspapers	and	articles,	a	tool	
for	attracting	new	readers,	to	becoming	independent	publications.	Comics	are	a	response	to	
the	times	in	which	they	are	created.	Characters	are	created	to	reflect	the	times	and	debates	
from	their	respective	periods	and	factors	such	as	social,	political	and	economical	changes	are	
reflected	through	storylines	and	character	traits.	Comics	have	drastically	developed	and	
changed	over	time	as	a	result	of	this.	Stereotypical	gender	roles	were	rapidly	established,	
positioning	men	in	the	roles	of	leaders	and	saviours,	powerful	and	dominant,	whilst	the	women	
fell	quietly	into	the	background,	waiting	to	be	saved	or	loved	by	one	of	these	super	powered	
heroes,	often	embodying	the	“damsel	in	distress”.	Thereby	reflecting	the	patriarchal	society	
comics	were	originally	created	in.	The	role	of	women	in	comics	changed	in	the	1940s,	with	the	
debut	of	Wonder	Woman.	Wonder	Woman	always	appeared	to	be	rescuing	Colonel	Trevor,	and	
it	seemed	that	the	roles	had	shifted	and	Trevor	was	now	the	“damsel	in	distress”,	while	
Wonder	Woman	assumed	the	patriotic	role	and	was,	during	the	period	of	WWII,	the	saviour	
and	the	hero	of	America35.	Comic	books	however	continued	to	present	males	and	females	in	
very	different	ways.	Male	characters	are	given	unattainable,	ideal	bodies	in	comics	just	as	
                                                
35 Lepore, 2014 
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women	are,	but	for	a	different	purpose.	Male	superheroes	offer	their	readers	the	idealized	
athletic	image,	that	denotes	power,	ability	and	strength,	whereas	female	superheroes	are	often	
portrayed	with	very	little	relation	to	their	work	and	the	superhero	business	and	much	more	to	
do	with	their	role	in	embodying	sexual	fantasies	of	male	readers. 
As	stated	by	Michael	Lavin,“powerful	super-heroines	like	DC’s	Wonder	Woman	or	
Marvel’s	She-Hulk	may	easily	overcome	the	most	overwhelming	threats	and	obstacles,	but	they	
are	invariably	depicted	as	alluring	objects	of	desire,	wearing	the	scantiest	of	costumes.”36 
In	popular	culture,	adding	sexual	undertones	and	innuendos	to	a	product	is	one	of	the	
most	successful	ways	of	selling.	Humans	responding	to	sexual	imagery	has	been	exploited	in	
comic	books	since	the	very	beginning	has	been	effective	in	attracting	readers	since	it	appeals	to	
a	biological	urge.	This	has	led	to	female	characters	especially	being	portrayed	in	overly	
sexualized	manners	due	to	an	initial	predominantly	male	audience.37	This	has	been	done	by	
laying	emphasis	on	the	portrayal	of	women’s	breasts	and	
butts	in	comic	clips.	 
Another	example	of	the	difference	in	depictions	
of	female	superheroes	is	the	inclusion	of	bondage	
subtext	further	sexualising	the	female	heroes.	In	relation	
to	this	a	common	recurring	element	on	the	covers	is	the	
use	of	phallic	objects	that	frequently	accompany	the	
bondage	theme.	As	seen	on	the	cover	of	Wonder	
Woman	#68,	this	penetrates	the	cover	in	an	aggressive	
manner,	adding	sexual	undertones	to	the	image,	in	which	
our	heroine	is	depicted	in	distress,	tied	up	to	a	buoy	with	
her	own	golden	lasso.	The	message	the	image	carries	is	
of	sexual	and	exploitative	nature. 
 
                                                
36 Fantasy-magazine.com, 2015 
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Female	characters	are	also	drawn	in	other	poses	than	the	male	characters.	One	of	the	
most		popular	pose	that	is	prevalent	to	this	argument	is	the	“Brokeback	pose”38,	where	a	
female	character	is	drawn	in	a	way	so	that	both	her	breasts	and	her	butt	would	be	facing	the	
reader	directly.	This	is	an	excellent	example	of	the	over-
sexualisation	of	female	characters	in	comics,	as	it	is	
impossible	for	anyone	to	contort	their	body	at	such	an	angle	
without	breaking	their	back.	In	an	attempt	to	show	as	much	
sexuality	in	an	image	as	possible,	a	key	aspect	of	the	
superhero	has	been	ignored:	the	practicality.	For	an	action-
based	story,	the	pose	is	highly	impractical	because	it	makes	it	
impossible	to	fight	and	be	active	and	it	communicates	the	
idea	that	when	it	comes	to	female	characters,	showing	their	
most	sexual	parts,	as	much	as	possible,	is	more	important	
that	their	combat	skills	or	identities	as	heroes.	It	poses	the	
question	as	to	why	females	have	to	be	presented	in	manners	
that	accentuate	their	body	parts,	mainly	their	breasts	and	
butt,	while	their	fellow	male	characters	are	not	presented	nor	drawn	in	these	poses.	As	Laura	
Mulvey	states	in	1975,39 
”In	a	world	ordered	by	sexual	imbalance,	pleasure	in	looking	has	been split	between	
active/male	and	passive/female.	The	determining	male	gaze	projects	its	phantasy	on	to	the	
female	form	which	is	styled	accordingly”40. 
 
	 
                                                
38 Comics, 2015 
39 Thegeektwins.com, 2012 
40 Columbia Edu, 2015 
  
32 
 
 
The Hawkeye Initiative 
 
The	Hawkeye	 Initiative	 is	 a	 satirical	 Tumblr	page	 that	 comments	on	 the	portrayal	 and	
treatment	 of	 female	 characters	 in	 comic	 books.	 The	 page	 features	 fan	 art	 of	 the	 Marvel	
character	Hawkeye	in	poses	that	female	characters	are	generally	depicted	in,	considered	by	the	
artists	to	be	sexually	provocative	or	even	impossible.	 
41 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	
The	 site	 started	
with	 a	 post	 by	 Tumblr	 user	 Hoursago42,	 that	 took	 note	 of	 the	 discrepancy	 of	 the	 way	 the	
characters	Hawkeye	and	Black	Widow	were	posed	on	the	cover	of	a	Marvel	Adventures	Super-
Heroes	comic.	Hoursago	re-drew	the	image,	swapping	the	two	characters’	poses.	This	inspired	
webcomic	artist	Noelle	Stevenson	to	propose	a	way	of	fixing	sexualized	female	poses	in	comic	
books:	“Replace	the	character	with	Hawkeye	doing	the	same	thing”43. 
Soon,	 hundreds	of	 artists	 joined	 in,	 and	with	dozens	of	 contributions	pouring	 in	 from	
fans	and	artists,	the	Initiative	led	to	the	coining	of	The	Hawkeye	Test,	first	suggested	by	Tumblr	
                                                
41 The Hawkeye Initiative, 2015 
42 The Hawkeye Initiative, 2015 
43 The Hawkeye Initiative, 2015 
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user	Glitchy:	“If	your	 female	character	can	be	replaced	by	Hawkeye	 in	the	same	pose	without	
looking	silly	or	stupid,	then	it’s	acceptable	and	probably	non	sexist.		If	you	can’t,	then	just	forget	
about	it.”	 
DC	Comics	writer	Gail	Simone	calls	it	“the	best	thing	in	the	history	of	historical	anything	
ever	in	the	universe	or	elsewhere”	on	her	Tumblr	page.44	 
	The	 simplicity	 of	 the	 initiative	 make	 it	 an	 effective	 method	 in	 exposing	 the	 sexism	
featured	 so	 very	 often	 in	 comics.	Without	 having	 to	 get	 engaged	 in	 controversial	 theoretical	
debates	 on	 the	 matter,	 the	 artists	 simply	 illustrate	 how	 absurd	 and	 ridiculous	 these	 poses	
would	 look,	 if	 they	 were	 made	 by	 a	 body	 that	 is	 not	 traditionally	 overtly	 sexualized	 and	
objectified.	 
	The	 drawings	 show	 men	 in	 positions	 that	 they	 are	 normally	 never	 presented	 in.	
Commonly,	women’s	butts	and	breasts	are	consistently	in	focus,	but	it	is	not	the	same	case	for	
men.	 The	 artists	 wanted	 to	 showcase	 how	 female	 superheroes	 are	 regularly	 drawn	 in	 a	
sexualized	 way,	 and	 how	 they	 are	 regulated	 to	 apply	 sexual	 appeal	 in	 male	 readers.	 The	
initiative	 shows	 that	 females	 have	 a	 tendency	 to	 be	 portrayed	 as	 over	 sexualised	which	 can	
eventually	lead	to	objectification	of	their	bodies.	Focus	is	put	on	their	bodies,	rather	than	their	
abilities	 and	 skills.	 	 The	 artists	 use	 a	 humorous	 approach	 to	 bring	 attention	 to	 sexual	
objectification	 in	 comic	 books	 of	 women	 by	 showing	 that	 in	 sexual	 poses,	 they	 are	 limiting	
women’s	roles	in	pop	culture	to	sex	objects.	
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Comic analysis 
 
Introduction to Empowered 
 
The	creator	of	Empowered,	Adam	Warren,	is	an	American	comic	book	writer	best	known	
for	 his	 drawing	 style	 which	 is	 influenced	 by	 the	 general	 manga	 style.	 He	 is	 one	 of	 the	 first	
American	 commercial	 illustrators	 to	 be	 inspired	 by	 it.	 Nevertheless,	 his	 drawing	 style	 is	 best	
known	for	its	humoristic	tones	and	for	critique	on	modern	sexism	in	contemporary	art.	 
 
	Warren’s	 most	 ambitious	 and	 detailed	 work	 to	 date	 is	 Empowered,	which	 was	 first	
published	in	2007.	Not	only	does	he	decide	the	content,	but	it	also	reflects	his	own	life	since	it	
is	 a	 combination	 of	 things	 he	 has	 seen	 or	 read	 and	 things	 he	 finds	 important	 to	 address.		
Warren’s	 career	 took	a	 turning	point	when	he	 stopped	drawing	 comics	 that	heavily	 featured	
damsel	in	distress	scenarios,	and	started	to	create	a	new	comic	on	a	feminist	topic.	The	focus	
was	to	make	a	comic	that	focused	on	what	goes	through	the	mind	of	the	typical	super	heroine	
and	 all	 the	demeaning	obstacles	 she	has	 to	 go	 through.	He	 related	 these	 issues	 to	 the	main	
character,	Emp,	who	struggles	to	become	a	subject	while	being	treated	like	an	object	(a	theory	
proposed	by	Simone	de	Beauvoir).	Warren	was	inspired	by	Wonder	Woman	-aspects	which	can	
be	seen	in	Empowered	such	as	the	feature	of	a	female	protagonist,	bondage	and	sexualisation,	
45	as	well	as	by	a	number	of	women	in	Warren’s	life,	that	provided	him	with	an	insight	into	the	
insecurities	they	have	dealt	with	and	eventually	overcame. 
 
The	comic	can	be	viewed	as	untraditional	in	a	number	of	ways,	as	it	includes	a	high	level	
of	satire,	regular	fourth	wall	breaks,	and	a	style	reminiscent	of	manga	combined	with	the	story	
of	a	superhero.	The	story	 takes	place	 in	an	unspecified	 future	 in	an	unknown	 location,	 in	 the	
USA.	In	this	universe,	superheroes	are	a	normal	part	of	society	and	the	protagonist	and	heroine	
of	the	comic	is	the	super	heroine	who	goes	by	the	alias	Empowered.	Emp’s	biggest	dream	is	to	
become	a	superhero,	after	having	witnessed	her	 father’s	death	at	a	very	young	age.	One	day	
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she	receives	a	hyper	membrane,	or	super	suit,	in	the	mail	by	an	unknown	person,	and	from	that	
day	on,	her	dream	of	becoming	a	superhero	begins.	The	suit	gives	her	powers	when	wearing	it,	
but	is	also	incredibly	fragile	and	if	torn,	she	loses	her	powers.	She	becomes	a	member	of	a	team	
of	superheroes	called	the	Superhomeys,	but	is	quickly	seen	as	the	weakest	link	and	as	the	worst	
of	all	the	superheroes	because	of	the	extremely	fragile,	skin	tight	and	revealing	super	suit,	that	
has	earned	her	a	reputation	for	being	unsuccessful	and	easily	defeated.	 
The	comic	is	highly	sexual	and	the	suit’s	fragility	leads	to	Emp’s	capturing	and	numerous	
bondage	scenes.	Emp	deals	with	a	lot	of	insecurities	and	self-esteem	issues	about	her	body	and	
abilities	as	a	superhero,	as	she	gets	a	 lot	of	negative	feedback	from	her	team	and	the	public,	
who	 see	 her	 as	 a	 sex-symbol	 and	 not	 as	 a	 legit	 super	 heroine.	 She	 gains	 a	 lot	 of	 emotional	
support	and	uplifting	encouragement	from	her	boyfriend	Thugboy	and	her	friend	Ninjette. 
The	drawings,	except	for	the	cover,	are	in	black	and	white,	and	in	Volume	1,	feature	a	
series	 of	 rather	 short	 individual	 stories	 that	 are	meant	 to	 introduce	 the	 reader	 to	 the	 plot,	
characters	and	storyline. 
 
	 
 
Analysis of Protagonist 
 
This	section	will	focus	on	the	character	of	Emp	and	her	portrayal	in	the	comic,	both	her	
feelings	and	behaviour	and	how	the	suit	 influences	these	things.	We	will	also	be	withdrawing	
the	 doll	 theory	 from	 de	 Beauvoir	 in	 order	 to	 compare	 our	 heroine	 with	 women	 in	 western	
society	today	and	sex	wars. 
		 Emp	is	a	bubbly,	off-beat	super-heroine	that	lives	in	a	virtual	universe,	much	similar	with	
the	 postmodern	 contemporary	 American	 society.	 Her	 strive	 to	 become	 a	 competent	 and	
recognized	superhero	showcases	a	number	of	personality	features	that	reflect	or	are	caused	by	
the	conditions	she	is	given. 
Emp	is	constantly	being	subjected	to	sexual	objectification,	ridicule	and	belittling	from	
her	peers	and	society	in	general.	This	happens	largely	due	to	her	suit,	and	results	in	her	feeling	
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embarrassed,	unworthy	and	frustrated.	The	suit	 is	one	of	the	defining	features	of	Empowered	
and	 it	 is	 a	unique	hyper	membrane	 that	 gives	her	 superpowers	while	wearing	 it.	 	 The	 suit	 is	
extremely	 tight,	 covering	 her	 whole	 body,	 although	 her	 face	 remains	 partly	 uncovered.	
Although	 the	 suit	 gives	 Emp	powers	 she	 can	use	 to	 fight	 evil,	 she	 is	 uncomfortable	with	 the	
overtly	sexualized	nature	of	the	suit.	She	cannot	wear	anything	over	or	under	the	suit,	or	the	
suit	will	cease	to	work.	The	suit	is	also	easily	damaged	and	torn,	leading	to	Emp	being	stripped	
almost	 naked	 on	 a	 regular	 basis.	 When	 ripped,	 the	 suit	 becomes	 powerless,	 making	 Emp	
vulnerable	and	weak	in	very	dangerous	situations.	Furthermore,	she	can	turn	her	suit	invisible,	
but	only	the	suit	turns	invisible,	leaving	her	appearing	completely	naked. 
	 
Emp’s	dream	job	has	always	been	to	become	a	superhero	fighting	all	“meanness”,	with	
the	 condition	 that	 she	would	 not	 have	 to	wear	 a	 traditional	 super-heroine	 costume.	 From	 a	
very	early	age	Emp	 is	aware	of	 the	way	 super-heroines	are	generally	being	depicted	and	she	
takes	a	stand	against	it: 
“I	won’t	wear	 one	 of	 those	 tight	 an’	 clingy	 costumes	 that,	 y’know	 shows	 off	 your	 boobs	 and	
butt..my	mum	says	those	costumes’re	y’know	objectificating	to	women.”46 
	Unfortunately,	that	is	exactly	what	she	has	to	wear	in	order	to	become	one	superhero.	
Her	only	focus	is	to	fight	crime	and	even	though	her	only	way	to	do	this	is	via	the	revealing	suit,	
she	doesn’t	give	up	and	tries	her	best. 
	 
The	nature	of	the	suit	 is	also	addressed	when	Emp	ventures	a	guess	on	the	reason	for	
her	 suit’s	 fragility.	On	page	65,	Emp	 talks	about	her	 suit	 and	about	 the	different	 factors	 that	
hinders	 the	 suit	 in	 functioning	 to	 its	 fullest	 potential,	 which	 can	 be	 reasons	 such	 as	 being	
distracted,	or	scared	or	even	if	she	did	not	get	enough	sleep	the	night	before:	”If	I’m	distracted	
or	scared	-	or	if	I	don’t	get	enough	sleep	the	night	before.”. 
The	 physically	 protective	 nature	 of	 the	 suit,	 that	 it	 is	 not	 properly	 efficient	when	 her	
mental	 state	 of	 mind	 is	 not	 in	 balance,	 becomes	 symbolic	 of	 the	 psychological	 state	 of	 the	
heroine.	 The	 suit	 is	 in	 overall	 presented	 as	 an	 impracticality,	 as	 Thugboy	 says:	 “Given	 how	
                                                
46 Warren, 2007, p. 204 
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insanely	fragile	your	suit	is,	you’re	working	with	the	highest	degree	of	difficulty	in	the	superhero	
business”.	47 
This	 highlighting	 of	 the	 fragile	 nature	 of	 the	 hyper	membrane	draws	 attention	 to	 the	
fact,	 that	female	superheroes	often	wear	costumes	that	are	far	 from	ideal	when	fighting	evil,	
with	 no	 other	 apparent	 use	 other	 than	 emphasizing	 the	 heroine's	 physical	 attributes.	 This	
demonstrates	how	her	performance	and	the	suit	are	influenced	not	only	by	physical	elements,	
but	also	mental	ones. 
 
It	 is	 not	 only	 the	 physical	 factors	 but	 also	 the	 psychological	 ones	 that	 determine	 the	
effectiveness	of	the	suit.	This	is	possibly	in	reference	to	how	superheroines	stereotypically	are	
not	shown	to	have	these	insecurities	and	personal	problems.	Superheroines	are	stereotypically	
shown	as	empowered	even	though	they	are	drawn	in	a	sexualized	manner.	 
It	 can	 be	 discussed	 why	 Warren	 has	 decided	 to	 portray	 Emp	 as	 a	 heroine	 with	 a	
stereotypical	 attractive	 body,	 who	 develops	 a	 lack	 of	 self-worth	 and	 general	 insecurity	
especially	 concerning	 her	 body.	 The	 suit	 is	 the	means	 for	 Emp	 to	 be	 a	 superhero,	 and	 even	
though	 the	 repercussions	of	wearing	 the	suit	are	so	damaging	 to	her	psyche	and	confidence,	
she	is	determined	to	keep	on	fighting.	This	demonstrates	how	her	performance	and	the	suit	are	
influenced	not	only	by	physical	elements,	but	also	mental	ones. 
		 
The	harmful	effects	of	the	suit	are	apparent	because	of	the	way	Emp	reacts	to	it.	Beside	
her	superhero	career,	Emp	has	a	job	working	as	a	mascot.	Emp	prefers	to	wear	a	costume	that	
hides	her	body	from	viewers	rather	than	displaying	it.	She	says,	“and	they	don’t	even	know	the	
really	 sad	 part	 about	 this	 pathetic	 job…	 that	 I	 feel	more	 comfortable	wearing	 this	 ridiculous	
costume..	 than	 I	 do	 wearing	 my	 darn	 supersuit!	 At	 least	 in	 this	 outfit..	 I’m	 not	 constantly	
plagued	by	paranoia	that	people	are	staring	at	my	demonstrably	less-than	ideal-butt..!!”48 
This	 illuminates	 how	 Emp	 knows	 how	 she	 is	 viewed	 when	 wearing	 the	 suit,	 and	 the	
sexualisation	 and	 objectification	 she	 faces	 renders	 her	 uncomfortable	 and	 insecure.	 This	 ties	
back	 to	 the	 debate	 put	 forth	 by	 the	 Sex	 Wars.	 Anti-pornography	 feminists	 argued	 that	
                                                
47 Warren, 2007, p. 79  
48 Warren, 2007, p. 38 
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objectification	was	harmful	 to	women,	 and	 although	 the	 situations	 they	described	 is	 not	 the	
same	 as	 Emp’s,	 connections	 remain.	 In	 the	 above	 example,	 Emp	 demonstrates	 how	
uncomfortable	she	 is	wearing	her	super-suit,	and	that	she	 is	 scared	of	 the	attention	she	may	
receive.	Here	Emp	is	not	empowered	by	her	sexualisation. 
De	Beauvoir’s	 “doll	 theory”	 is	 interesting	 in	 comparison	 to	 the	 presentation	 of	 Emp’s	
suit.	De	Beauvoir	states	that	society	has	taught	women	that	 they	must	do	everything	 in	their	
power	 in	 order	 to	 attract	men.	 They	must	 put	 emphasis	 on	 their	 appearance,	 having	 a	 nice	
body	and	looks	in	order	to	get	male	attention.	This	will	lead	them	into	becoming	successful	and	
finding	a	husband	and	appeal	to	what	men	want:	attractive	bodies.	In	Emp’s	situation,	her	goal	
in	her	 job	 is	not	 to	attract	men.	She	 feels	more	comfortable	 in	a	mascot	costume,	hiding	her	
entire	 body	 than	 in	 a	 suit	 that	 shows	 off	 her	 stereotypically	 attractive	 body.	 Emp	 has	 not	
chosen	 to	 take	 the	 role	 of	 the	 “doll”,	 but	 she	 is	 cannot	 seem	 to	 escape	 the	 expectations	 of	
society. 
On	page	207	Emp	says:	”Yeah	right,	as	I’ve	even	looked	at	a	piece	of	cheesecake	since	I	
started	wearing	this	suit.”	This	indicates	that	the	objectification	she	faces	due	to	the	suit	affects	
her	life,	she	changes	her	habits	in	order	to	fulfil	an	expectation	of	how	she	is	supposed	to	look	
in	the	suit.	She	cannot	choose	to	eat	as	she	did	previously,	because	she	needs	the	suit	to	do	her	
job.			 
 
On	page	144,	Emp	again	complains	about	her	 suit	and	 she	mentions	how	she	did	not	
chose	it	herself,	where	after	she	describes	her	“dream-suit”	and	admits	how	she	would	want	it	
to	 be:	 ”You	 know,	 some	 cute-sexy,	 not	 do-me-sexy...though	 actually	 I	would	 have	 been	 okay	
with	a	bit	of	‘do-me’	sexiness	to	my	theoretical	costume”. 
In	relation	to	de	Beauvoir,	Emp	does	not	want	to	be	objectified	but	still	she	wants	to	be	
attractive,	 which	 leaves	 her	 with	 desire	 still	 to	 be	 objectified	 in	 some	 way.	 This	 makes	 the	
situation	more	 complex	 because	 if	 Emp	 does	 not	 want	 to	 be	 objectified	 but	 liberated	 from	
these	social	constructions	that	 is	pulling	her	back	to	being	objectified	but	by	this	statement	it	
points	out	that	Emp	is	still	being	a	doll	in	relation	to	de	Beauvoir’s	theory	that	is	trying	to	fulfil	
the	expectation	that	is	set	for	the	doll. 
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As	 Simone	 de	 Beauvoir	 says:	 “Hence	 woman	 makes	 no	 claim	 for	 herself	 as	 subject	
because	she	lacks	the	concrete	means,	because	she	senses	the	necessary	link	connecting	her	to	
man	without	positing	its	reciprocity,	and	because	she	often	derives	satisfaction	from	her	role	as	
the	Other”. 
If	Emp	had	the	freewill	 to	chose	her	own	costume	she	would	get	a	suit	 that	she	gains	
satisfaction	from	because	she	still	desires	the	male	attention	but	in	a	less	objectifying	way. 
But	this	also	raises	the	question	if	Emp	is	still	controlled	by	the	expectations	of	the	doll	or	is	she	
possesses	the	desire	to	become	liberated	from	the	objectification? 
									 This	is	also	an	expression	of	sexual	liberation	that	the	sex-positive	feminists	talk	about.	
Emp	shows	signs	of	being	comfortable	with	herself	as	a	sexual	person.	 
Analysis of suit 
  
The	special	nature	of	Emp’s	suit	serves	as	a	catalyst	for	the	soft-core	bondage	element	
of	 the	comic.	When	 the	 suit	 rips,	 it	 almost	 certainly	 leads	 to	Emp	getting	 tied	up,	and	often,	
seemingly	 unnecessarily,	 gagged	 -	 a	 fact	 she	 herself	 comments	 on.	 Thereby	 the	 suit	 enables	
themes	of	power-relations	and	objectification,	both	from	the	reader’s	viewpoint	and	within	the	
text	 of	 the	 comic.	 	 The	 suit	 is	 a	 vital	 element	
leading	 to	 the	objectification	and	sexualisation	of	
Emp	by	the	other	characters	in	the	comic,	and	this	
can	be	seen	through	various	features	identified	by	
Nussbaum,	Langton	and	Heldman.	 
  
From	 the	 front	 cover	 of	 Empowered,	 the	
themes,	sexual	genre	and	message	are	introduced.	
Emp’s	 tight,	 revealing	 suit	 and	 its	 disadvantages	
are	 introduced	 to	 the	 reader.	 The	 front	 cover	
shows	Emp	posing	victoriously,	while	being	partly	
naked,	 which	 introduces	 readers	 to	 the	 genre	 of	
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the	comic	as	well	as	to	some	of	the	main	issues	addressed	within	the	story.	Emp	is	drawn	in	the	
foreground,	in	front	of	the	other	characters	and	is	drawn	larger	than	her	fellow	characters.	She	
is	in	a	“superman”	pose,	with	her	arms	over	her	head	which	brings	focus	to	her	muscular	arms.	
Emp	 is	 clearly	 brought	 into	 focus	 as	 the	main	 character	 and	 the	 heroine.	 Her	 pose	 radiates	
empowerment	 and	 the	 raised	 arms	 demonstrate	 a	 stereotypical	male	 pose,	while	 her	 lower	
body	half	exudes	femininity.	Emp	is	standing	in	a	feminine	way,	with	her	legs	close	together	and	
her	hip	to	the	side,	showing	the	feminine	traits	of	the	character. 
The	bottom	of	her	suit	is	also	highlighted	in	deliberate	places,	which	brings	the	viewer's’	
gaze	to	the	heroine's’	crotch.	A	traditionally	feminine	aspect	in	Emp’s	portrayal	here	is	her	long,	
loose	and	blonde	hair.	Blonde	hair	 is	often	perceived	as	a	symbol	of	naiveté	and	is	typically	a	
characteristic	 of	 the	 “damsel	 in	 distress”	 trope	 featured	 heavily	 in	 comics	 and	 superhero	
stories.	The	powerful	pose	of	the	heroine	is	noteworthy,	as	her	suit	is	very	torn,	leaving	a	lot	of	
skin	visible.	When	familiar	with	the	comic	it	becomes	ironic,	because	the	suit	being	torn	means	
that	its	powers	do	not	work	and	Emp	is	in	a	vulnerable	and	weak	state.	Emp	is	highly	sexualised	
and	the	drawing	in	general	contains	much	sexual	imagery,	introducing	the	reader	to	a	recurring	
theme	 throughout	 the	comic.	The	 suit	 is	 ripped	around	her	 stomach,	 showing	her	very	 small	
waist	and	thus	adding	to	the	emphasis	on	her	curves	and	her	breasts.	Additionally,	her	breasts	
are	 in	the	centre	of	 the	cover	and	her	nipples	are	visible.	Behind	her	to	the	right,	Thugboy	 is	
shown	holding	a	gun	in	front	of	his	crotch.	The	use	of	phallic	imagery	illustrates	the	‘soft-core’	
genre	of	the	comic.	Kant’s	Objectification	theory	is	demonstrated	by	portraying	the	characters	
in	 a	 sexualized	 manner.	 Human’s	 obsession	 with	 sex	 is	 shown	 through	 the	 use	 of	 phallic	
imagery	and	focus	placed	on	breasts	and	nakedness.	 
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The	suit’s	 revealing	nature	encourages	objectification,	and	the	objectification	faced	by	
Emp	 from	 her	 co-workers	 is	 evident	 already	 in	 the	 first	 ‘episode’	 of	 the	 comic.	 The	
Superhomeys	shoot	down	Emp’s	 idea	of	how	to	defeat	a	villain,	because	of	her	”visible	panty	
lines”49.	 This	 scene	 exemplifies	 several	 of	 the	 things	 Nussbaum	 and	 Langton	 have	 named	
identifiers	of	objectification.	Emp	is	ridiculed	and	her	plan	is	dismissed,	not	because	of	anything	
related	to	the	plan	she	is	suggesting,	but	because	of	her	appearance	and	the	suit.	This	is	both	
an	example	of	Silencing	and	Reduction	to	Appearance,	as	Emp	is	not	allowed	to	speak	and	she	
is	dismissed	out	of	hand	due	to	her	appearance,	which	is	irrelevant	in	regards	to	her	ability	to	
formulate	a	plan.	This	instance	also	demonstrates	theories	put	forward	by	Simone	de	Beauvoir	
of	being	cast	in	the	role	as	an	“other”.	The	example	shows	that	Emp	is	objectified	rather	than	
empowered	by	her	suit	because	it	leads	to	her	becoming	silenced	and	reduced	to	appearance	
rather	to	her	skills	and	ideas. 
 
                                                
49 Warren, 2007, p. 8 
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A	 further	 example	 of	 how	 the	 suit	 leads	 to	 others	 objectifying	 Emp,	 is	 when	 she	
complains	about	how	her	superhero	colleagues	have	declared	her	as	wearing:	”The	most-slut-
tastic	and	’do-me’-riffic	costume	of	all	super	heroines”.50		This	again	reduces	her	to	becoming	an	
object,	 as	 the	 suit	 seems	 to	 put	 her	main	 value	 on	 her	 sexual	 availability	 and	 attractiveness	
rather	than	giving	her	praise	for	her	work.	Given	that	she	is	not	a	very	successful	superhero	and	
lacks	many	skills	that	hinder	her	in	succeeding	it	can	be	argued	that	this	is	why	her	co-workers	
lay	more	value	on	her	for	her	looks,	rather	than	her	skills. 
 
                                                
50 Warren, 2007, p. 140 
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This	is	also	seen	on	page	65,	when	Emp	describes	what	the	powers	of	the	suit	are,	and	
demonstrates	with	 a	 ‘power-blast’	 and	 the	male	 character	 of	Major	 Havoc	 sexually	 harasses	
her:	“Spread	those	legs!	Gimme	the	power	stance,	huh?”	Here	Major	Havoc	does	not	focus	on	
her	abilities	as	a	superhero,	but	on	her	physical	attributes.	This	 is	emblematic	of	how	Emp	 is	
viewed	in	general.	Her	colleagues	tend	to	objectify	her	by	deeming	her	as	unintelligent	due	to	
her	blonde	hair,	and	a	sexual	tool	due	to	the	nature	of	her	tight	suit.	Due	to	the	nature	of	the	
suit	 she	 is	 regarded	 as	 a	 sex-symbol,	 a	 bondage	 object	 and	 also	 incapable.	 	 She	 becomes	
famous	for	being	prone	to	being	bound,	gagged	and	half-naked.	In	this	way	the	suit	leads	her	to	
be	repeatedly	reduced	to	her	body	and	her	appearance,	which	Langton	and	Nussbaum	among	
others	identify	as	a	sign	of	objectification. 
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Further	examples	of	objectification	as	defined	by	Heldman	is	when	a	person	is	viewed	as	
just	 a	 sexualised	 body	 or	 sexualised	 parts	 of	 a	 body.	 This	 happens	 to	 Emp	 both	 within	 the	
context	of	the	story	and	in	the	way	she	is	drawn	and	portrayed	to	the	readers.	There	are	many	
examples	of	 this	 throughout	 the	comic,	 for	example	on	page	64,	 there	 is	a	 frame	of	only	her	
butt,	which	is	highlighted	through	the	suit.	This	effectively	reduces	her	to	just	a	sexualised	part	
of	her	body. 
 
 
Heldman	 also	 identifies	 another	 element	 of	 objectification,	 which	 is	 present	 in	
Empowered,	namely	how	Emp	is	reduced	to	her	sexual	availability.		The	suit	suggests	that	Emp	
is	sexually	available	and	interested	in	a	sexual	relationship	because	of	the	way	the	suit	shows	
off	her	body,	lays	emphasis	on	her	breasts,	butt	and	naked	body.	When	gagged	she	tends	to	be	
shown	 with	 these	 parts	 of	 her	 body	 are	 in	 focus	 for	 the	 viewer.	 An	 example	 of	 this	 is	 the	
episode	 “Big	Cosmic	Pimpin’”51,	where	 she	almost	 gets	 abducted	 to	 serve	 in	 an	alien	harem.	
The	abductor	here	regards	her	simply	as	a	means	to	gain	sexual	pleasure	and	a	sexual	partner.	
                                                
51 Warren, 2007, p. 40 
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Presenting	 Emp	 with	 her	 butt	 in	 focus	 and	 pointing	 upwards	 it	 presents	 Emp	 as	 sexually	
available.	When	animals	are	 ready	 for	mating,	many	display	enlarged	protruding	buttocks	 for	
the	male	 species	 to	 see.	 By	 the	 comic	 showing	 Emp’s	 butt	 in	 the	main	 frame	 in	 the	 clip,	 it	
presents	 her	 as	 sexually	 available52.	 By	 being	 bound	 in	 a	 way	 that	 puts	 focus	 on	 her	 butt,	
without	the	ability	to	control	the	position,	Emp	is	forced	to	be	objectified	as	sexually	available	
despite	not	having	this	intention.	Emp	becomes	silenced,	reduced	to	her	body	and	parts,	and	is	
presented	as	sexually	available	because	her	easily	damaged	suit	hindered	her	in	succeeding. 
 
  
 
The	 suit	 works	 as	 a	 symbol	 of	 female	 superheroes’	 objectification	 in	media,	 and	 is	 a	
comment	on	the	how	superheroines’	costumes	tend	to	look	and	how	superheroines	in	general	
are	 portrayed	 and	 objectified	 in	 comics.	 Emp	 makes	 her	 dislike	 of	 the	 suit	 clear,	 but	
unfortunately	 this	 is	exactly	what	 she	has	 to	wear	 to	become	a	 super	heroine,	 these	are	 the	
circumstances	 in	 order	 to	 be	 a	 female	 superhero.	 This	 highlights	 the	 problem	 in	 the	 way	
heroines	are	portrayed	through	their	costumes	and	how,	by	being	dressed	this	way,	they	direct	
the	reader’s	attention	to	their	generally	overly	sexualized	bodies.	Emp	herself	also	comments	
                                                
52 Coote, 2012 
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on	this	when	she	says:	“My	mom	says	 those	costumes’re	y’know	objectificating	to	women”53.	
The	 author	 is	 using	 Emp,	 not	 only	 through	 the	 costume,	 but	 also	 through	 her	 feelings	 to	
demonstrate	the	 issue.	 It	 is	known	that	she	does	not	approve	of	the	suit,	almost	hating	 it	 for	
making	 her	 feel	 exposed,	 powerless	 and	 embarrassed.	 The	 suit	 leads	 to	 her	 gaining	 sexual	
attention	and	objectification	which	means	 she	does	not	achieve	empowerment.	The	comic	 is	
making	a	comment	on	the	fact	that	powerful	female	superheroes	will	never	be	able	to	achieve	
full	 empowerment,	 if	 they	 are	 constantly	 being	 presented	 as	 sexual	 objects	 which	 leads	 to	
objectification	by	the	reader. 
	 
  
Secondary characters’ relationship with protagonist 
 
We	 have	 chosen	 to	 analyse	 the	 secondary	 characters	 relationship	 to	 Emp	 to	
obtain	more	knowledge	covering	in	what	ways	she	is	being	objectified	-	also	to	see	when	she	
gains	empowerment	and	when	she	does	not.	 
 
The	way	 the	 secondary	 characters	 treat	 and	 react	 to	 Emp’s	 character	 is	 largely	
based	on	their	immediate	assumption	of	who	she	is	judging	by	her	body	and	suit.	They	presume	
to	 know	 her	 based	 on	 her	 appearance.	 Her	 co-workers	 “the	 Superhomeys”	 all	 have	 a	
preconceived	idea	of	who	she	is	and	are	not	interested	in,	or	willing	to	give	up	this	idea	to	allow	
for	 a	 more	 nuanced	 picture	 of	 Emp.	 They	 continually	 disregard	 her	 suggestions	 and	 her	
contributions	and	often	ignore	her	and	on	one	account	they	completely	forget	her	while	out	on	
assignment.54	 By	 possessing	 the	 role	 of	 heroes,	 the	 Superhomeys	 would	 stereotypically	 be	
good,	kind	and	have	good	intentions,	and	In	many	examples,	the	Superhomeys	do	present	the	
stereotypical	 “goodness”	 of	 superheroes:	 they	 rescue	 the	 innocent,	 fight	 the	 bad	 guys	 and	
defend	 the	weak.	 The	 fact	 that	 they	go	by	 the	name	“the	Superhomeys”	would	 suggest	 that	
they	took	the	role	as	being	a	friend	to	victims	and	fellow	heroes	as	a	part	of	the	job	description.	
                                                
53 Warren, 2007, p. 204 
54 Warren, 2007, p. 24.  
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However,	between	the	dialogs	and	examples	of	meetings	between	the	Superhomeys	and	Emp,	
this	 is	 not	 the	 case.	 Instead,	 bitterness,	 bullying,	 ignoring	 and	objectification	 is	 shown	 in	 the	
way	they	treat	and	speak	to	the	female	protagonist. 
  
The	Superhomeys	do	not	put	much	value	on	Emp,	and	their	actions	reinforce	their	
feeling	 of	 superiority	 and	 entitlement.	 The	 Superhomeys’	 are	made	up	of	many	 superheroes	
but	 there	are	 selected	members	of	 the	 squad	 that	appear	 to	have	more	 importance	 to	Emp.		
Emp	is	a	beginner	in	the	field	of	superheroes,	who	lacks	many	skills	and	is	not	very	successful	in	
many	of	 the	 jobs	she	 tries	 to	do.	The	senior	members	of	 the	group,	Captain	Rivet	and	Major	
Havoc,	 feature	 prominently	 in	 the	 first	 comic,	 and	 display	 sexist	 arrogance	 towards	 Emp	
through	their	seniority. 
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This	 is	 showcased	 on	 page	 61	 where	Major	 Havoc	 attempts	 to	 use	 his	 seniority	 and	
praise	 to	 trick	 Emp	 into	 performing	 oral	 sex	 on	 him.	Major	 Havoc	 displays	 interest	 in	 Emp,	
which	 is	 noticed.	 He	 informs	 her	 that	 he	 can	 help	 her	 improve	 her	 skills.	 He	 states	 that	 she	
“swallowed	the	ol’	“get	you	up	to	level	13”	line..	Bet	I	can	have	her	swallowing	something	else	
before	 long..!”.	 This	 exemplifies	 their	 view	 that	 she	 is	 gullible	 and	 possibly	 only	worthy	 as	 a	
sexual	object.	Instead	of	helping	Emp	hone	her	skills,	Major	Havoc	tries	to	attract	her	using	an	
advancement	 in	 the	 job	 field	 as	 bait.	 As	 Kant	 states	 that	 inequality	 between	 sexes	 leads	 to	
objectification	and	because	of	Major	Havoc	sexual	desire	for	Emp,	he	only	sees	her	as	a	tool	for	
satisfaction	and	not	as	anything	else.	Looking	at	de	Beauvoir’s	theory	Major	Havoc	is	the	strong	
dominant	subject	because	of	his	senior	male	position	in	the	group	and	therefore	regards	Emp	
as	an	inferior	and	there	to	be	submissive,	passive	and	used	by	him	as	he	pleases	to	keep	him	in	
the	dominant	position.	 
 
Empowered	 is	 struggling	 with	 the	
“Superhomeys”	 that	 do	 not	 see	 her	 as	 an	 equal	
individual.	 Compared	 to	 the	 other	 superheroes,	
Emp	 is	 portrayed	 as	 being	 more	 noble,	 morally	
upstanding	 and	 idealistic,	 which	 actually	 makes	
her	the	strong	character	as	seen	on	page	24: 
 
In	this	example	it	 is	 illustrated	how	Emp	is	
unable	to	move	because	her	suit	is	torn,	and	she	is	
powerless.	 She	 tries	 to	 call	 her	 colleagues,	 that	
ignore	her	and	leave	the	place	without	her,	which	
leads	 to	 Emp	 being	 left	 alone	 and	 feeling	
insignificant.	 This	 is	 a	 typical	 situation	 between	
Emp	 and	 the	 other	 superheroes	 that	 highlights	
how	she	 is	having	a	difficult	 time	being	accepted	
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by	the	other	members	of	the	group.	 
 
Emp	is	continually	subjected	to	humiliation	and	embarrassment	in	her	career	due	to	her	
challenging	 outfit.	 This	means	 that	men	mostly	 see	 her	 as	 a	 sexual	 object,	which	 for	 Emp	 is	
offensive	 and	 oppressive,	 as	 that	 is	 an	 objectification	 of	 her.	 For	 example,	 one	 of	 the	male	
superhomeys,	Major	Havoc	says:	”The	relevant	issue,	here…	is	that	she’s	real	good	at	filling	out	
that	 suit	 of	 hers”55	 which,	 according	 to	 Nussbaum,	 elucidate	 how	 she	 is	 reduced	 to	 her	
appearance,	as	that	is	the	only	thing	that	identifies,	or	defines	her. 
 
	The	Superhomeys	disregard	Emp’s	accomplishment	when	she	successfully	manages	to	
recover	a	bomb	from	Big	Iron.	They	are	not	interested	in	her	victory	and	instead	brush	her	off	
and	 continue	 watching	 television.56	 This	 is	 also	 shown	 when	 Emp	 is	 fighting	 alongside	 the	
Superhomeys	in	the	episode	“Yay	me!”.	Emp	uses	her	powers	and	is	successful,	but	when	the	
battle	 is	over	and	the	Superhomeys	have	won,	they	 leave	Emp	behind	and	completely	 ignore	
her	contribution	to	the	victory,	further	solidifying	their	disregard	of	her,	and	that	they	do	not	
care	about	her.	According	to	Nussbaum	and	Langton,	this	displays	the	denial	of	subjectivity	and	
silencing.	Again,	the	characters	do	not	put	value	on	Emp’s	successes	and	instead	choose	to	only	
comment	on	her	body	rather	than	her	appearance.		 
 
The	 most	 featured	 member	 of	 the	 Superhomeys	 is	 Sistah	 Spooky,	 a	 female	
superhero.	 Sistah	 Spooky’s	 relationship	with	Emp	 is	noticeable	because	 she	displays	extreme	
dislike	 towards	 Emp	 and	 is	 reluctant	 to	 have	 her	 in	 the	 Superhomeys	 crew.	 Sistah	 Spooky’s	
disdain	 for	 Emp	 is	 rooted	 in	her	 jealousy	of	 Emp’s	 looks.	 Sistah	 Spooky	projects	her	 jealousy	
unto	the	blonde,	beautiful	Emp.	She	dislikes	Emp,	and	often	humiliates	her	and	talks	down	to	
her.	When	 Sistah	 Spooky	 rescues	 Emp	 in	 “A	 Sistah’s	 Story”,	 she	 also	 utilizes	 the	moment	 to	
ridicule	and	embarrass	the	tied	up	and	defenceless	Emp.	Sistah	Spooky	treats	Emp	based	on	her	
looks,	and	objectifies	her	by	treating	her	as	an	incapable	object	who	does	not	have	subjectivity,	
as	 showcased	 on	 page	 8	 -	 this	 is	 where	 Emp’s	 ideas	 and	 opinions	 on	 the	 group's	 combat	
                                                
55 Warren, 2007, p. 61 
56 Warren, 2007, p. 35 
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strategy	are	 ignored	based	on	Emp’s	underwear	 lines	 showing	 through	her	 suit.	Disregarding	
her	idea	and	focusing	on	the	flaws	in	her	outfit,	shows	how	the	Superhomeys	have	a	tendency	
to	disregard	Emp	due	to	her	appearance,	and	instead	ignore	and	ridicule	her,	again	supporting	
the	Objectification	Identifiers	proposed	by	Nussbaum	and	Langton.		 
	 
Emp’s	relationship	with	Thugboy	is	one	of	the	most	important	in	the	comic,	combining	
elements	of	humour,	empowerment	and	objectification. 
Emp	 finds	 reassurance,	 devotion,	 positivity	 and	 love	 in	 her	 relationship	 with	
Thugboy.	Thugboy	helps	boost	Emp’s	confidence	and	self-worth	when	she	 is	 in	need	of	 it.	He	
gives	 her	 uplifting	 emotional	 support	 and	 encouragement,	 that	 frequently	 manifests	 in	 the	
form	of	 sex,	which	 they	have	 in	 copious	 amounts	 and	 is	 portrayed	as	 loving	 and	exciting	 for	
both	characters.	Emp	is	comfortable	being	sexual	when	she	is	with	Thugboy,	and	her	manner	is	
very	different	from	when	she	is	dressed	in	her	suit	in	public.	One	example	of	this	is	on	page	87,	
when	 she	 orders	 Thugboy	 to	 take	 off	 his	 sunglasses	 during	 intercourse.	 This	 shows	 her	 in	
control	and	seemingly	empowered. 
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Thugboy	and	Emp’s	relationship	is	also	interesting	in	terms	of	objectification.	In	all	
of	the	clips	where	Emp	and	Thugboy	are	featured	together	alone,	after	they	have	begun	their	
relationship,	 Thugboy	 refrains	 from	 using	 Emp’s	 name	 but	 instead	 uses	 the	 	 term	 “baby”.	
Although	 these	 are	 commonly	 seen	as	 terms	meant	 for	 endearment	 and	displaying	 affection	
between	partners,	 it	 can	also	be	 viewed	as	 an	objectification	method.	By	not	 acknowledging	
her	name	he	is	reducing	Emp	to	“object	status”.	She	is	no	longer	worth	being	called	her	name,	
but	instead	by	an	object's	name.	By	primarily	being	called	“baby”,	Emp	is	belittled.	On	page	87,	
Thugboy	even	refuses	to	say	her	name	when	directly	asked	“What’s…My…Name..?”	by	saying	
“Which	one,	baby?”	while	having	sexual	 intercourse	with	Emp.	While	having	sex	with	Emp,	 it	
can	be	argued	that	he	only	sees	her	as	an	object	to	have	sex	with	as	theorized	by	Kant.	One	that	
is	‘innocent’	as	linked	with	the	term	“baby”,	and	not	a	woman	with	a	name	and	with	feelings.	
Although,	this	can	be	argued	against,	when	looking	at	how	Thugboy	encourages	Emp,	providing	
her	with	confidence	by	complimenting	her	and	telling	her	how	much	he	admires	her	as	seen	in	
the	chapter	“Essential”57.	 
Another	example	from	Thugboy	and	Emp	is	on	page	69.	In	the	clip	she	says:	“Yes,	that’s	
me	lapping	up	approval	like	a	starving	kitten.”	 
 
This	 clip	 is	 shown	 after	 Emp	 has	 met	 Thugboy,	 the	 person	 who	 provides	 Emp	 with	
approval	and	confidence.	Thugboy	is	the	first	character	to	recognize	Emp	for	her	skills	and	not	
                                                
57 Warren, 2007, p. 76 
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just	her	body.	Here	it	can	be	argued	that	Thugboy	empowers	Emp	and	liberates	her	from	the	
objectification	that	is	oppressing	Emp. 
Furthermore,	in	one	chapter	it	is	being	highlighted	how	Thugboy	supports	Emp	when	he	
says:”	you’re	ten	times	as	heroic	as	the	rest	of	the	overpowered,	overpraised	poseurs”58 
In	 an	 entire	 chapter	 of	 Empowered,	 Thugboy	 continuously	 compliments	 Emp	 on	 her	
skills	as	a	superheroine.	He	points	out	to	her	how	much	she	is	a	much	stronger	person,	than	she	
realizes.	 This	 arguably	 liberates	Emp	 from	her	objectification,	because	he	views	her	 as	 a	 real	
person,	instead	of	focusing	on	her	looks.	In	relation	to	de	Beauvoir’s,	he	sees	and	treats	her	as	a	
subjects	instead	of	an	object,	thus	empowering	her.	The	approval	from	Thugboy	causes	Emp	to	
gain	more	courage	and	self-confidence	that	also	provides	her	with	new	courage	and	the	guts	to	
keep	 on	 going	 despite	 the	 obstacles	 the	 Superhomeys	 give	 her	 along	 her	 way	 as	 a	
superheroine.	 By	 this	 it	 can	 be	 discussed	 that	 when	 the	 supervillains	 and	 the	 Superhomeys	
objectify	Emp	it	affects	her	in	the	way	that	she	starts	to	value	herself	as	an	object	only	which	
makes	it	harder	to	get	out	of	the	role	as	an	object	but	when	Thugboy	treats	her	as	a	subject	it	
influences	 her.	When	he	 treats	 her	with	more	 value	 Emp	probably	 stops	 value	 herself	 as	 an	
object	with	makes	her	achieve	empowerment.	 
However,	 this	 can	 be	 argued	 against	 using	 Heldman’s	 theory	 that	 women	 grow	 up	
seeking	 men’s	 approval.	 It	 is	 questioning	 that	 Emp	 only	 gains	 confidence	 after	 she	 gets	
acceptance	 from	Thugboy.	The	comic	 shows	 that	 the	 female	protagonist	 gains	 confidence	by	
receiving	 attention	 from	 from	a	male.	 	 It	 could	 be	 argued	 that	 Emp	has	 unknowingly	 gained	
Thugboy’s	initial	attention	through	the	presentation	of	her	body	in	her	suit.	This	has	led	to	his	
interest	 in	developing	 their	 relationship	 further.	Although	Thugboy’s	 feelings	may	be	 sincere,	
Emp’s	reaction	to	his	attention	is	noteworthy	in	terms	of	achieving	empowerment.	 
 
In	 conclusion,	 through	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	 secondary	 characters’	 relationship	 to	
Emp	we	 can	 see	 that	 she	 is	 objectified	 due	 to	 external	 factors.	 The	 Superhomeys	 refuse	 to	
recognize	Emp’s	 successes	 and	abilities	which	 reduces	her	 to	 the	 status	on	an	object	 and	an	
“other”,	 denying	 her	 subjectivity.	 Emp’s	 relationship	 with	 Thugboy	 can	 be	 argued	 that	 it	 is	
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objectifying	and	empowering	due	to	 the	name	he	calls	her,	and	the	way	he	compliments	her	
which	affects	her	confidence.	 
 
 
 
	
Analysis of Style 
 
The	 satirical	 style	 of	 the	 comic,	 both	 the	 written	 and	 the	 visual,	 assist	 the	
subversion	 of	 the	 traditional	 superhero	 tropes	 and	 work	 in	 unison	 to	 make	 Empowered	 a	
somewhat	 unconventional	 comic.	 It	 highlights	 tendencies	 in	 superhero	media,	 which	 in	 turn	
reflects	 attitudes	 of	 postmodern	 society.	 This	 is	 done	 through	 the	 use	 of	 sociolinguistic	
variation,	the	characters,	the	visual	language	and	the	meta-textual	layers. 
	 
The	written	 style	has	 several	 interesting	elements	 that	 create	 the	 specific	 tone	of	 the	
comic.	It	features	a	myriad	of	different	dialects	and	variations	of	the	English	language.	They	are	
sociolects	 that	 function	 as	 an	 indicator	 of	 the	 character's’	 status	 and	 social	 class	 and	 their	
relation	 to	 Emp.	 Sociolects	 is	 the	 variation	 of	 speech	 or	 register	 associated	 with	 a	 certain	
societal	group.	This	use	of	language	contributes	to	the	subversion	of	tropes.	 
Many	of	the	villains	in	the	comic,	such	as	the	ones	featured	in	the	chapter	That’s	What	
You’d	Think59,	exhibit	a	certain	sociolect.	The	villains	in	this	chapter	speak	English	but	use	many	
‘slang’	 words	 and	 terms	 such	 as	 “Fresh	 outta”	 and	 “littler”.	 The	 villains	 also	 ‘drop	 the	 g’	 in	
words	 like	 “Bein’	 ”.	 The	 hierarchy	 of	 language	 is	 established	 in	 these	 scenes.	 Their	 language	
variation	and	their	appearance	represent	the	 lower	social	class	that	they	are	a	part	of.	Emp’s	
English	 is	 a	 primarily	 standard	 version	of	 English,	 although	 still	 colloquial	 and	 she	uses	 some	
slang	words	such	as	“teensy”. 
                                                
59 Warren, 2007, p. 16-19 
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However,	 the	 language	 variation	 from	 villains	 to	 heroes	 is	 still	 evident,	which	 further	
helps	to	situate	their	social	status	in	the	comic,	along	with	the	visual	representation.	The	comic	
presents	 the	 thug	 almost	 as	 the	 everyday	 man,	 and	 there	 are	 several	 instances	 of	 thugs	
confronting	elitism,	or	a	perceived	elitism.	On	page	19,	the	thugs	are	insulted	at	Emp’s	attempt	
to	 trick	 them:	 “That’s	 it,	 go	 ahead	 and	 look	 down	 on	 the	 rest	 of	 humanity,	 you	 elitist,	
posthuman	 snobs..”	 Although	 this	 is	 just	 one	 view-point,	 it	 presents	 the	 superheroes	 as	
markedly	set	apart	from	the	rest	of	humanity,	and	as	aloof.	In	the	end,	the	villains	make	Emp	
feel	guilty,	even	though	she	is	captured	and	tied	up	in	an	attempt	to	be	heroic.	This	portrayal	of	
the	thugs	comes	off	as	humorous	and	challenges	the	idea	of	clear	cut	good	and	evil. 
	 
In	this	way	the	use	of	language	contributes	to	the	subversion	of	typical	superhero	tropes	
and	conventions.	The	comic	does	 this	 to	humorously	comment	on	 these	conventions,	and	so	
casts	 them	 in	 a	 somewhat	 ridiculous	 light.	 This	 is	 part	 of	 an	 overall	 technique	 employed	 in	
Empowered	 in	 order	 to	 highlight	 social	 issues,	 such	 as	 objectification.	 Emp’s	 costume	 is	 an	
obvious	 example,	 but	 the	 portrayal	 of	 both	 the	 villains	 and	 the	 heroes	 are	 also	 instances	 of	
references	and	dissection	of	traditional	superhero	tropes. 
Most	of	the	superheroes	are	organized	into	a	group	that	functions	like	a	company,	the	
“Superhomeys”,	 where	 Emp	 is	 an	 associate	 member.	 Additionally,	 Emp	 has	 studied	
“Metahuman	 studies”	 and	 has	wanted	 to	 be	 a	 superhero	 since	 childhood.	 This	 presents	 the	
superheroes	almost	like	superstars,	and	there	is	no	secrecy	around	their	existence.	Instead	the	
heroes	 are	 either	 reviled	 or	 admired,	 and	 Emp	 even	 has	 a	 job	 dressing	 up	 as	 “Empowered”.	
Because	 the	heroes	 in	 this	universe	have	become	more	 integrated	 into	 society	and	 in	a	 very	
commercial	way,	their	virtuousness	is	diminished. 
The	 superheroes	 are	 not	 all	 valiant	 and	 kind	 and	 although	 the	 idea	 of	 keeping	
superheroes	 as	 god-like	 paragons	 of	 good,	 has	 receded	 in	 recent	 times,	 Empowered	
occasionally	portrays	them	as	more	mean-spirited	and	laughable	than	normally	seen.	There	are	
superheroes	 who	 have	 been	 created	 by	 STDs60,	 and	 others	 that	 have	 extremely	 impractical	
powers.	For	example	one	member	of	the	Superhomeys,	‘Heavy	Artillery,	is	a	human	with	a	big	
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artillery	gun	 instead	of	a	head,	and	one	other	member	has	big	concrete	blocks	for	hands	and	
head61.	 This	 presentation	 of	 the	 heroic	 characters	 builds	 up	 the	 satirical	 style	 of	 Warren’s	
comics. 
	 
Furthermore,	 the	 comic	 contains	 allusions	 to	 specific	 things	 that	 occur	 in	 superhero	
media,	 but	 it	 subverts	 expectations	 and	 casts	 these	 in	 a	 new	 light.	 For	 example,	while	 on	 a	
mission	Emp	decides	to	‘try	out’	a	car-throw	which	is	a	classic	hero	move	seen	in	many	comics	
and	movies.62	Emp,	true	to	the	style	of	the	comic,	does	not	do	this	successfully	like	her	in-		and	
out-of-universe	colleagues.	At	first	she	only	manages	to	rip	off	a	part	of	it,	and	then	she	pulls	a	
muscle	when	she	throws	the	car.	The	satirical	element	of	the	passage	is	being	strengthened	by	
what	 happens	 next	 after	 Emp	 has	 thrown	 the	 car:	 She’s	 being	 confronted	 with	 an	 elderly	
couple,	looking	for	their	car,	which	is	exactly	the	car	she	just	threw.	This	is	a	stylistic	coherent	
way	 of	 showing	 Emp’s	 problems	 with	 her	 superhero	 career,	 and	 calls	 into	 question	 how	 a	
typical	superhero	is	seen	in	action,	which	in	its	very	nature	is	not	representative	of	reality.	How	
often	 is	a	hero	directly	confronted	with	the	owners	of	 the	property	he	or	she	 just	used	to	to	
save	the	day	with?		 
 
This	 satirical	 style	builds	up	a	 tone,	 that	manages	 to	humorously	 critique	 the	modern	
portrayal	 of	 superheroes,	 especially	 female	 supserheroes.	 This	 also	 emphasizes	 the	 idea	 that	
Empowered	is	a	critical	commentary.	 
	 
Breaking the Fourth Wall 
 
Part	 of	 this	 satirical	 element	 is	 the	 meta-textual	 commentary	 performed	 by	 the	
protagonist.	 The	 comic	 contains	 story	 breaks	 in	 between	 each	 chapter	 or	 “episode”	 which	
either	 contain	 an	 image	 that	 introduces	 the	 coming	 episode,	 or	 a	 break	 in	 the	 fourth	 wall,	
where	Emp	addresses	the	reader	directly.	These	function	as	a	prologue	for	the	whole	story	or	
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as	a	comment	on	themes	and	elements	of	the	comic.	The	use	of	a	fourth-wall	break	creates	a	
direct	conversation	between	the	protagonist	and	the	reader.	 
	 
One	instance	of	the	break	in	the	fourth	wall	being	used	as	an	effect	is	when	Emp	addresses	the	
readers	and	questions	their	interaction	with	the	comic,	making	them	aware	of	how	they	read	it	
and	reacted	to	it.	On	the	front	
page	 of	 the	 story,	 “Diseased	
Wench”,	 Emp	 addresses	 the	
reader	 on	 the	 subject	 of	 her	
being	an	object	of	a	fetish:	“It	
is	 kinda	 skin-crawly	 to	 think	
that	 right	 now,	 some	 guys	
with	 ‘specialized	 tastes’	might	
be	 getting,	 um,	 turned	 on	 by	
images	 of	 me	 all	 bound	 ‘n’	
gagged	 ‘n’	 distressed...”.63	
This	 line	 calls	 awareness	 to	
the	way	this	type	of	comic	and	
media	is	consumed,	and	when	
Emp	 proceeds	 to	 ask	 the	
reader:	 “You’re	 not	 like	 that,	
right?”64the	 reader	 is	 forced	
to	 look	at	how	 they	approach	
the	 comic,	 and	 sexual	 images	
in	general.	 
 
Whenever	 Emp	 addresses	 the	 reader,	 it	makes	 it	 possible	 for	 her	 to	 become	 a	more	
nuanced	and	real	character.	The	break	in	the	fourth	wall	causes	the	reader	to	directly	reflect	on	
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their	 actions.	Warren	 causes	 the	 reader	 to	 immediately	 reflect	 on	what	 is	 happening	 in	 the	
comic,	bringing	 it	 to	 the	 reader’s	attention	 that	 they	may	be	objectifying	Emp	unconsciously.	
Through	these	fourth	wall	breaks	Emp	is	able	to	express	herself	more	assertively	to	the	reader	
than	she	 is	able	 to	do	with	 the	characters	surrounding	her,	 thus	making	her	 less	of	a	passive	
object	in	the	eyes	of	the	reader.		Two	of	the	fourth	wall	breaks	are	used	to	further	explore	the	
character	 and	 her	 origins,	 explained	 directly	 from	 Emp’s	 perspective.	 	 She	 explains	 that	 the	
author	originally	created	her	“for	some	guys	with	specialized	interests”65	but	that	she	ended	up	
with	a	“personality”	and	“a	nice	set	of	body-image	 issues”66.	The	character	directly	addresses	
how	 female	 superheroes	 are	 stereotypically	 shown	 in	 comics.	 Commonly,	 a	 comic	 which	
features	 a	 bondage	 element	 is	 meant	 for	 an	 audience	 that	 finds	 pleasure	 in	 viewing	 over-
sexualised	women	being	constrained.	However,	in	Empowered	Emp	describes	the	comic	as	also	
featuring	 these	 traits,	 but	 the	
female	protagonist	also	has		
personality	and	is	relatable.	 
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Despite	 possessing	 elements	 that	 differ	 from	 other	 comics	 that	 feature	 a	 female	
protagonist	 that	 is	a	 superhero,	 the	comic	 still	 features	a	high	degree	of	bondage	and	sexual	
imagery	throughout,	that	is	a	topic	often	addressed	in	the	episode	breaks.	In	the	episode	break	
on	page	180	in	volume	1,	Emp	asks	the	reader	not	to	look	at	the	upcoming	image	of	her	“naked	
behind”.	 In	 the	 following	 episode	 break	 Emp	 rages	 at	 the	 reader:	 “You	 looked	 right	 at	 my	
exposed	butt	 in	that	one	panel	after	 I	asked	you	so	nicely	not	to..!”67	The	protagonist	directly	
critisizes	the	readers	actions.	She	brings	to	attention	how	natural	 it	 is	 for	readers	to	objectify	
females,	even	when	asked	directly	not	to.	The	comic	presents	us	with	numerous	sexual	images	
and	then	questions	if	it	should	be	included	in	the	comic,	and	how	they	should	be	perceived	by	
the	reader.	On	page	120,	Emp	herself	questions	the	inclusion	of	the	bondage	element	when	she	
says:	“A	‘real	comic’	in	which	you’ll	notice,	I	still	seem	to	get	tied	up	a	lot...that’s	not	my	idea	of	
a	 “real	 comic,”	 but	 whatevs.”	 This	 is	 a	 comment	 on	 the	 soft-core	 nature	 of	 the	 comic,	 and	
seems	to	question	the	necessity	of	the	bondage	element	in	the	story. 
                                                
67 Warren, 2007, p. 185 
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Due	to	the	comics’	large	focus	on	Emp’s	body	and	suit,	Emp	commenting	on	the	reader’s	
gaze	and	the	suit	herself,	functions	as	a	device	to	comically	highlight	the	graphic	nature	of	the	
comic	and	is	possibly	a	critique	of	the	idea	of	 	 ‘sex-selling’	that	 is	portrayed	in	a	great	deal	of	
modern	 media	 for	 women.	 The	 overly	 sexual	 brokeback	 pose	 is	 also	 featured	 heavily	 in	
Empowered	 and	 further	 goes	 to	 show	 the	 way	 in	 which	 the	 main	 character	 is	 constantly	
sexualised	and	objectified68.	 
 
	The	 language,	 the	 use	 of	 superhero	 conventions	 and	 fourth	 wall	 breaks	
contribute	to	the	general	style	of	the	comic.	Humour	plays	a	big	role	both	as	a	tool	to	comment	
on	controversial	topics	and	to	draw	attention	to	certain	aspects	of	the	genre.	The	portrayal	of	
certain	characters	and	the	 language	associated	with	them	aids	the	subversion	of	many	of	the	
usual	 superhero	comic	 tropes.	The	 reader	 is	encouraged	 to	 reflect	on	 the	conventions	of	 the	
genre,	especially	comics’	portrayal	of	women.	 
	
	
                                                
68 Warren, 2007, p. 147 
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Bondage Element 
 
The	 soft-core	 bondage	 is	 a	 prominent	 feature	 of	 the	 Empowered	 comics,	 as	 Emp	 is	
routinely	tied	up,	and	the	images	of	her	being	tied	up	have	heavy	sexual	undertones.	Her	suit	is	
torn,	 revealing	 much	 of	 her	 skin	 and	 she	 is	 consistently	 gagged	 and	 tied	 up	 in	 a	 way	 that	
emphasize	 her	 breasts	 and	 butt.	 Bondage	 is	 an	 element	 commonly	 associated	 with	 the	
pornography	industry.	 
The	fact	that	Emp	is	frequently	tied	up	is	a	way	of	sexualising	her	and	in	the	story	she	is	
often	viewed	as	a	‘bondage	prone’	figure,	rather	than	a	real	super	heroine. 
 
As	a	main	feature	in	Empowered	the	bondage	factor	portrays	the	commentary	on	power	
relations	between	men	and	women	in	the	comic.	Emp	is	constantly	being	victimised	and	often	
ridiculed	when	she	is	captured.	 
In	this	clip	from	Empowered	in	the	chapter	All	Mine	on	page	27,	it	can	be	seen	how	the	
female	protagonist	is	being	objectified	using	Nussbaum,	Langton	and	Heldman’s	objectification	
identifiers.	 In	 the	 scene,	 a	male	 villain	 has	 captured	 Emp.	 He	 has	 removed	 her	 suit	 and	 has	
bound	her,	so	that	she	cannot	fight,	and	gagged	her	so	that	she	cannot	speak.	She	is	sitting	on	
the	floor	in	distress	while	the	male	villain	is	celebrating	his	victory	and	newly	assumed	power. 
Emp	being	bound	and	gagged	shows	that	she	 is	being	objectified	by	silencing	her.	The	
male	 villain	 is	 treating	 her	 as	 if	 she	 is	 silent	 and	 unable	 to	 speak.	 She	 has	 no	 voice,	 and	
therefore	her	opinion	on	the	situation	is	irrelevant.	She	cannot	take	action	through	her	words,	
making	her	an	object	without	agency,	thus	supporting	de	Beauvoir’s	subject	vs.	object	theory.	
Her	 inability	 to	speak	and	 to	 take	action	cease	her	 in	being	a	 subject,	and	 the	 role	 is	 instead	
claimed	by	the	male	character	who	has	a	great	deal	of	power	in	the	situation. 
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According	 to	 Heldman,	 Emp	 is	 being	
objectified	by	being	harmed	in	the	clip.	It	can	
be	 deduced	 from	 her	 facial	 expression	 and	
“sobb”	 that	she	 is	 in	distress	and	upset,	and	
because	she	is	bound	and	gagged	she	cannot	
fend	 for	 herself.	 The	 image	 affirms	 the	 idea	
of	 violating	 the	 bodily	 integrity	 of	 Emp’s	
sexualised	body	as	she	cannot	give	consent. 
 
The	 image	 suggests	 that	 Emp	 is	
sexually	available	by	presenting	her	as	naked	
which	is	a	reduction	to	body	and	appearance	
according	 to	 Heldman.	 Emp’s	 body	 is	 being	
reduced	 to	parts	because	 the	 image	 focuses	
on	 her	 naked	 body	 and	 accentuating	 her	
breasts.	 Although	 hiding	 the	 exact	
anatomical	details	(nipples	and	genitalia),	it	is	clear	in	the	image	that	Emp	is	naked.	By	putting	
focus	on	her	breasts,	Emp	becomes	objectified	into	parts	and	presenting	her	as	naked	suggests	
sexual	availability.	Her	loose	and	flowing	hair	accentuates	a	prime	female	quality.	 
 
According	 to	 de	 Beauvoir,	 Emp	 is	 cast	 in	 the	 role	 of	 an	 object	 by	 being	 presented	 as		
submissive	to	the	wants	and	actions	of	the	male	villain.	She	is	unwillingly	taking	this	role	as	she	
is	 bound	 and	 gagged,	making	 her	 unable	 to	 take	 action	 and	becoming	 passive.	Nakedness	 is	
commonly	associated	with	vulnerability,	portraying	yet	again	that	Emp	is	not	empowered	in	her	
situation.	She	is	on	the	floor	which	also	suggests	submissiveness,	and	in	the	corner	suggesting	
that	she	is	not	the	most	important	element	in	the	image.	The	male	villain	takes	the	role	of	the	
subject	in	the	image	by	taking	action,	in	the	centre	of	the	image,	performing	a	strong	pose	and	
has	 his	 genitalia	 in	 focus.	 This	 accentuates	 that	 he	 is	 a	 man,	 and	 that	 he	 has	 succeeded	 in	
achieving	his	goal.		The	differences	between	the	roles	of	the	female	and	the	male	are	brought	
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to	attention	in	the	clip	and	highlight	de	Beauvoir's	debate	on	traditional	roles	of	the	genders	in	
a	patriarchal	society.	 
 
Featuring	a	prominent	bondage	element	in	the	comic	causes	the	female	character,	Emp,	
to	 become	 objectified	 according	 to	Nussbaum,	 Langton	 and	Heldman.	 The	 bondage	 leads	 to	
Emp	 being	 reduced	 to	 her	 appearance	 and	 body,	 to	 being	 seen	 as	 sexually	 available	 and	 to	
becoming	an	object	 for	 the	sexual	enjoyment	of	 readers.	 It	 can	be	 identified	 in	 this	 image	as	
focus	 has	 been	 put	 on	 her	 nakedness,	 her	 bondage	 and	 submissive	 position.	 She	 is	 harmed	
without	 the	 ability	 to	 give	 consent,	 she	 is	 reduced	 to	 “parts”	 by	having	her	 breasts	 in	 focus.	
Bondage	silences	her	and	disables	her	in	taking	action	and	having	a	voice.	The	male	character	is	
purposefully	treating	her	as	if	she	is	unable	to	speak	by	having	her	gagged.		 
 
 
In	one	of	the	final	chapters	of	Empowered,	the	front	cover	of	the	chapter	The	OTHER	F-
Word	shows	the	reader	what	bondage	means	and	what	it	signifies	to	men	and	women. 
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In	 the	 image,	 three	people	have	been	bound	and	gagged	and	are	 sitting	 captive.	Two	
men	and	Emp	are	 in	distress	 and	unable	 to	 fight	or	 escape.	 Instead	of	 ropes	 and	gags	being	
used,	 the	 creator	 has	 replaced	 these	 elements	 with	 words.	 The	 words	 used	 on	 Emp	 are,	
“gagged”,	“nubile”,	“powerless”,	“trussed”,	“helpless”	and	“prisoner”.	Around	one	of	the	male	
captives	are	the	words,	“strength”,	“muscles”,	“rippling”,	“bridled”,	and	“struggle”. 
 
This	image	shows	the	difference	between	how	men	and	women	are	seen	in	situations	of	
bondage.	Emp	is	being	presented	with	negative	words	that	signify	submissiveness	and	present	
her	 as	 an	 “object”	while	her	 fellow	male	 captive	 is	 presented	as	 a	 subject,	 although	with	no	
power,	but	still	with	characteristics	that	can	enable	him	to	escape. 
 
According	 to	 de	 Beauvoir,	 Emp	 is	 reduced	 to	 a	 sexual	 object	 by	 being	 described	 as	
“nubile”	 in	her	gagged	situation,	meaning	sexually	attractive.	Because	she	 is	a	woman,	she	 is	
described	 as	 “powerless”	 and	 “helpless”.	 Nowhere	 in	 the	 words	 does	 it	 show	 that	 Emp	
attempted	to	escape	the	situation	nor	do	the	words	show	Emp’s	strengths	as	a	superhero.	As	
opposed	 to	 the	 male	 captive	 who	 is	 being	 described	 with	 characteristics	 as	 “strength”	 and	
“struggle”,	words	suggesting	action,	that	have	positive	connotations. 
 
The	words	 signify	 stereotypical	male	and	 female	characteristics	 in	bondage	situations.	
Women	are	often	seen	as	the	ones	that	are	the	damsels	in	distress,	the	ones	that	need	rescuing	
and	have	no	power	in	saving	themselves	without	the	help	of	others.	Men,	on	the	other	hand,	
are	seen	as	ones	that	can	 fend	for	 themselves,	possessing	the	abilities	 to	escape	themselves.	
Emp’s	 body	 is	 put	 in	 focus,	 reducing	 her	 to	 parts	 and	her	 body,	 by	 having	 her	 breasts	 being	
prominent	 and	 obvious	 in	 the	 image.	 The	 male	 captors	 do	 not	 have	 their	 bodies	 in	 focus	
visually.	By	describing	Emp	as	“trussed	to	a	far”	it	shows	how	her	character	is	harmed	and	that	
she	 is	 an	 object.	 “Truss”	 is	 a	 word	 commonly	 associated	 with	 tying	 up	 animals.	 The	 image	
suggests	 that	 Emp	 has	 as	 little	 worth	 as	 an	 animal,	 and	 should	 be	 treated	 as	 one	 by	 the	
subjects.	 
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Page	60	exposes	male	dominance	and	positive	approach	to	bondage.	Emp	is	bound	and	
gagged	 by	 a	 group	 of	 men	 who	 have	 not	 received	 female	 attention	 in	 their	 lifetime	 and	
therefore	 wish	 to	 punish	 Emp	 for	 “your	 wretched	 gender’s	 appalling	 lack	 of	 taste	 and	
judgement69”.	The	quote	illustrates	de	Beauvoir’s	views	on	subjects	vs.	objects.	The	clip	shows	
how	 the	 male	 character	 wishes	 to	 punish	 the	 female	 protagonist	 for	 not	 having	 received	
attention,	 essentially	 not	 being	 able	 to	 fulfill	 his	 roles	 or	 ambitions	 as	 a	 subject.	He	 believes	
women	 have	 behaved	 as	 subjects	 which	 has	 hindered	 him	 in	 finding	 a	 sexual	 partner.	 He	
believes	that	the	solution	to	this	is	by	gagging,	binding	and	herby	silencing		an	attractive	female	
into	getting	what	he	wants.	 
Emp	becomes	 an	object	 for	 the	male	 characters	 sexual	 desires	which	 is	 hinted	by	his	
satisfaction	by	him	saying		“I	can	juuuuust	see	your	ipple-nay	through	your	suit..!	Thats	hawt.”.	
Hardened	 nipples	 that	 are	 visible	 through	 clothing	 also	 suggest	 sexual	 arousal.	 It	 can	 be	
debated	that	Emp	may	be	feeling	aroused	in	her	submissive	and	objectified	position.	She	may	
                                                
69 Warren, 2007, p. 60 
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be	pleased	by	receiving	attention	from	a	male	character.	However,	this	can	be	disputed	against	
by	the	nature	of	Emp’s	suit	-	showing	off	her	entire	body	against	Emp’s	desire.	Her	breasts	may	
always	 look	 like	this,	but	the	male	character	may	be	reacting	to	this	symbol	of	sexual	arousal	
because	 of	 the	 bondage	 situation	 and	 following	 the	 norms	 of	 the	 society	 theorized	 by	 de	
Beauvoir	-	the	society	where	women	aim	to	please	men	and	are	content	with	pleasing	them.	In	
this	 clip,	 the	male	 is	 content	with	 having	 her	 bound,	which	 should	 therefore	 please	 Emp.	 It	
should	be	noted	that	 in	many	of	her	bound	clips	and	in	general	 in	her	suit,	Emp’s	nipples	are	
visible	to	the	reader,	except	when	she	is	fully	naked.	 
Some	speech	bubbles	from	the	male	character	also	come	from	his	genitalia,	suggesting	
sexual	desire	for	a	bound	and	gagged	Emp. 
Emp	is	silenced,	reduced	to	her	body	and	appearance,	and	reduced	to	parts,	as	in	some	
panels	only	her	breasts	are	shown.	Emp	becomes	an	instrument	for	the	satisfaction	of	the	male	
characters	 in	 his	 scene,	 thus	 supporting	 the	 claims	 and	 identifiers	 of	 objectification	 by	
Nussbaum,	 Langton	and	Heldman.	 The	 fact	 that	 the	men	are	 attracted	 to	Emp	as	 she	 is	 in	 a	
bondage	setts	shows	the	objectification	of	the	female	character.	The	men	see	her	as	a	sexual	
tool,	one	to	fulfill	their	desires	and	dreams.	By	gagging	her	she	is	made	unable	to	communicate	
her	wishes	which	silences	her	and	highlights	 that	her	opinion	 is	not	 important	and	not	 taken	
into	consideration.	 
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Discussion 
 
We	have	deduced	from	the	comic	analysis,	by	using	various	methods	and	theories	 for	
identifying	objectification,	that	the	female	protagonist,	Emp,	is	being	objectified. 
This	 objectification	 hinders	 her	 in	 achieving	 empowerment	 and	 instead	 reduces	 her	 to	 the	
status	of	an	object.	Accepting	the	conclusion	that	Emp	is	objectified,	the	question	remains	how	
she	may	become	empowered.		Through	our	research	we	conclude	that	there	are	two	possible	
levels	this	can	happen;	an	individual	level	and	a	societal	level. 
 
As	presented	in	the	comic,	the	issue	of	objectification	is	very	complex,	and	is	an	integral	
part	of	the	society	displayed	in	Empowered.	The	issue	of	objectification	also	extends	outside	of	
the	 fictional	 reality	 whenever	 Emp	 addresses	 the	 reader	 by	 breaking	 the	 fourth	 wall.	 Emp	
repeatedly	 uses	 this	 element	 to	 assert	 herself	 to	 the	 reader,	 by	 creating	 awareness	 of	 her	
objectification	 and	 insistence	 on	 being	 viewed	 and	 treated	 as	 a	 subject	 by	 the	 reader.	
Considering	Emp	is	able	to	demand	this	of	the	reader,	one	might	suggest	that	Emp	simply	has	
to	 act	 in	 the	 same	manner	 towards	 the	 other	 characters	 when	 they	 are	 objectifying	 her,	 in	
order	for	her	to	become	empowered.	 
The	issue	with	suggesting	Emp	simply	assert	herself,	 is	that	many	of	Emp’s	insecurities	
stem	from	her	suit.	As	long	as	the	suit	looks	and	functions	as	it	does,	the	other	characters	will	
still	 view	her	 as	 a	 sexual	 object,	 and	 her	 attempts	 of	 gaining	 confidence	 and	being	 assertive	
might	 be	 unsuccessful,	 because	 it	 is	 not	 a	 comfortable	 situation	 for	 her.	 	 As	 long	 as	 she	 is	
wearing	her	suit	with	it’s	inevitable	psychological	implications	she	cannot	be	empowered.	The	
objectification	is	an	obstacle	that	she	cannot	overcome,	without	removing	it.	 
 
Supposing	 that	 it	 was	 possible	 for	 Emp	 to	 feel	 empowered	 and	 confident	 in	 her	
sexualised	position,	it	would	not	change	the	position	that	she	has	been	unwillingly	put	in.	Emp’s	
individual	choice	of	 learning	to	feel	comfortable	in	her	position,	neglects	to	acknowledge	that	
there	 is	 no	 need	 for	 her,	 to	 be	 in	 put	 in	 that	 place	 to	 begin	 with.	 The	 idea	 of	 using	 one’s	
objectification	 to	 become	 empowered,	 seemingly	 operates	 on	 a	 sexist	 premise,	 effectively	
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saying:	“make	the	best	of	what	you	have”,	 instead	of	changing	the	premise.	 In	the	comic	 it	 is	
evident	that	Emp	is	not	comfortable	in	her	suit.	She	cannot	be	a	superhero	without	the	suit	and	
therefore	cannot	change	her	own	situation.	 
 
One	line	of	reasoning	posed	by	the	sex-positive	feminists	is	that	individual	women	may	
overcome	 their	 objectification	 and	 debasement	 in,	 for	 example	 pornographic	 depictions,	 by	
choosing	how	they	present	themselves	in	terms	of	their	appearance	and	embracing	their	sexual	
nature,	 if	 they	 so	desire.	 In	 the	 instance	of	Empowered,	 one	may	present	 the	argument	 that	
Emp	can	both	be	empowered	and	wear	a	revealing	suit,	if	she	is	secure	in	her	sexuality	and	in	
herself.	For	this	to	be	possible,	the	suit	would	have	to	be	a	deliberate	choice	made	only	by	Emp	
in	order	 for	her	 to	be	able	 to	achieve	empowerment	 through	 it.	Emp	does	 in	 fact	 consider	a	
scenario,	 where	 she	 is	 choosing	 her	 own	 super-suit,	 which	 she	 would	 want	 to	 be	 less	
sexualised,	but	still	“cute-sexy”. 
Emp	contemplating	what	her	ideal	costume	would	be,	is	a	representation	of	her	desire	
to	be	comfortable	and	still	present	herself	in	a	sexual	way.	In	this	scenario	the	costume	would	
be	 a	 tool	 for	 Emp	 to	 express	 her	 sexuality	 and	 desires.	 If	 Emp	 had	 had	 the	 suit	 of	 own	 her	
choice,	she	could	be	sexy,	and	feel	empowered	at	the	same	time,	while	not	being	objectified.	It	
would	enable	her	 to	become	the	subject	 instead	of	being	 treated	 like	an	object.	 In	 this	case,	
Emp	would	be	 the	active	agent,	and	 the	attention	she	would	 receive	 from	the	suit	would	be	
welcomed	and	please	her.	The	suit	would	not	dictate	how	others	view	her,	without	her	having	
control	over	how	she	wishes	to	be	portrayed.	Emp’s	wish	for	a	sexy	costume,	indicates	that	she	
is	not	opposed	to	presenting	herself	in	a	sexual	manner.	She	does	in	fact	repeatedly	show	that	
she	 is	comfortable	with	expressing	herself	 in	a	sexual	way,	as	 long	as	 it	 is	on	her	own	terms.	
When	she	 is	at	home,	she	wears	revealing	clothing,	and	her	relationship	with	Thugboy	shows	
her	confidence	in	intimate,	sexual	situations.	 
 
	 The	 anti-pornography	 feminist	 writer,	 Meghan	 Murphy	 argues	 against	 the	 idea	 that	
issues	 of	 empowerment	 and	 objectification	 can	 be	 resolved	 on	 an	 individual	 basis.	 She	
postulates	 that	 even	 if	 an	 individual	 is	 empowered,	 it	 does	not	mean	anything	 in	 terms	of	 a	
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structural	change,	 that	empowers	women	 in	general.70	According	to	Murphy,	 this	means	that	
while	 Emp	may	 find	 a	 way	 to	 be	 empowered,	 it	 should	 not	 be	 viewed	 as	 a	 solution	 to	 the	
problem	 of	 objectification,	 since	 her	 empowerment	 did	 not	 contribute	 to	 a	 change	 to	 the	
system	 (a	 patriarchal	 society)	 which	 objectifies	 women.	 Anti-Porn	 feminists	 would	 further	
question	Emp’s	desire	to	look	attractive	and	her	need	to	feel	desired	by	men.	They	would	argue	
that	Emp’s	preference	to	be	sexual	in	the	eyes	of	the	other	sex,	is	a	product	of	the	patriarchal	
society	she	is	a	part	of.	They	call	upon	the	theory	of	adaptive	preferences,	to	explain	why	the	
feelings	 of	 the	 individual	 woman	 cannot	 be	 trusted	 to	 provide	 an	 impartial	 view	 of	 their	
situation.	 There	are	 varying	definitions	of	 adaptive	preferences,	 but	 it	 essentially	means	 that	
when	 a	 traditionally	 oppressed	 individual	 becomes	 accustomed	 to	 their	 circumstances,	 their	
preferences	unconsciously	adapt	according	to	these	circumstances.	The	argument	here	is	that	
women	would	not	have	the	same	goals,	were	society	not	 focused	on	their	sexualisation.	This	
further	diminishes	the	idea	that	empowerment	in	relation	to	objectification	can	be	achieved	by	
the	individual.	 
 
It	can	also	be	argued	that	Emp	is	unconsciously	believing	that	having	a	suit	that	is	“cute-
sexy”	 and	 “do-me”	 sexy	 is	what	 is	 necessary	 for	 her	 to	 live	 up	 to	 society’s	 expectations.	 An	
example	of	this	is	the	“doll	theory”	presented	by	Simone	de	Beauvoir.		 
In	The	Second	Sex,	de	Beauvoir	discusses	that	women	grow	up	 in	a	patriarchal	society	
where	 they	are	 treated	as	dolls,	or	accessories	 in	men’s	 lives.	Women	grow	up	with	 the	sole	
mission	 of	 finding	 a	 husband,	 and	will	 therefore	 do	 everything	 possible	 to	 achieve	 this	 goal.	
Women	see	themselves	as	dolls	and	must	use	their	appearance	to	attract	male	attention	using	
beauty	defined	by	male	standards.	Because	this	way	of	thinking	has	become	the	norm,	society	
has	adopted	it,	taught	it,	and	enforced	it.	Clothes,	shoes	and	makeup	that	accentuate	women’s	
breasts	and	butts	are	created	for	the	visual	pleasure	of	men.	These	accessories	are	unnecessary	
for	a	woman	to	live,	and	solely	have	the	function	of	attracting	male	attention.		The	doll,	meant	
to	aesthetically	please	men,	is	a	metaphor	for	the	expectations	often	put	on	women	by	society.	
                                                
70 The Thought Erotic, 2015 
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This	represents	how	some	women	due	to	these	societal	circumstances	start	to	base	their	self-
worth	on	how	pleasing	they	are	to	men.	 
 
The	sex-positive	feminists	would	respond	to	this	argument,	by	stating	that	it	completely	
disregards	 the	 possibility	 of	 a	 women	 wanting	 to	 express	 her	 sexuality.	 The	 adaptive	
preferences	 theory	 along	with	 the	 “doll	 theory”	both	associate	many	 forms	of	 female	 sexual	
expression	 as	 a	 response	 to	 the	 pleasing	 of	 the	 opposite	 sex	 and	 the	 hierarchal	 structure	 of	
society.	The	sex-positive	feminists	view	female	sexuality	as	natural	and	important	and	the	male	
attention	it	evokes	as	positive,	if	the	woman	has	consented.	This	created	equality	between	the	
genders.	By	automatically	associating	the	female	desire	to	express	sexuality	with	the	desire	to	
please	men,	we	negate	the	female	sexuality	and	the	agency	to	express	it.	 
Furthermore,	 the	 viewpoint	 that	 if	 a	 woman	 chooses	 to	 wear	 makeup,	 shoes	 and	
clothing	it	is	only	in	order	to	attract	male	attention,	is	neglecting	to	acknowledge	that	women	
have	 a	 right	 to	 present	 themselves	 as	 they	 please	 and	 should	 not	 be	 held	 accountable	 for	
others	reaction	to	it.	One	might	argue	that	if	it	is	expected	of	women	to	refrain	from	presenting	
themselves	 in	 certain	 ways,	 because	 it	 possibly	 has	 certain	 repercussions,	 it	 becomes	 just	
another	way	 to	 police	women	 into	 performing	 under	 certain	 conditions	 and	 restrictions	 and	
limiting	their	agency	over	their	own	bodies.	 
 
Society's	 expectations	 of	women	 have	 been	 forced	 onto	 Emp,	 ignoring	 her	wishes	 of	
how	 she	 wants	 to	 be	 presented.	 Because	 of	 her	 suit,	 Emp	 is	 often	 expected	 to	 be	 sexually	
available	 and	 is	 criticized	whenever	 she	 does	 not	meet	 the	 sexual	 requirements	 of	 the	men	
surrounding	her.	An	 instance	of	 this	 is	Major	Havoc’s	expectations	of	Emp.	Because	he	views	
himself	as	superior,	he	automatically	assumes	that	he	has	 the	prerogative	 to	 initiate	a	sexual	
relation.	Both	Major	Havoc	and	other	characters	disregard	Emp	and	her	person	and	only	show	
interest	 in	her	as	a	sexual	object.	According	 to	Kant,	 this	 is	because	 the	desire	 to	 fulfill	one’s	
personal	sexual	need,	 is	greater	 than	the	need	to	view	another	person	as	a	subject.	Emp	 is	a	
sexual	tool	that	can	be	used	to	fulfill	the	subjects	need,	and	if	she	does	this,	she	loses	all	value	
she	had	to	them	and	essentially	becomes	worthless.	Whenever	Emp	displays	unwillingness	to	
give	in	to	these	expectations,	she	is	disappointing	the	subjects,	which	in	turn	creates	a	dilemma	
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for	Emp.	On	one	hand	she	is	not	able	to	perform	as	they	wish	her	to,	but	on	the	other	she	is	not	
allowed	to	perform	the	way	she	wishes	to.	 
It	can	be	argued	that	the	way	in	which	Emp	receives	her	suit,	and	thereby	her	superhero	
abilities,	 is	 a	 metaphor	 for	 the	 expectations	 and	 limitations	 the	 patriarchal	 society	 puts	 on	
women.	When	 the	 suit	 is	 sent	anonymously	 in	 the	mail	 it	disregards	Emp’s	own	opinion	and	
feelings	since	it’s	already	been	designed	and	created	by	an	outside	force.	She	has	been	granted	
to	opportunity	 to	become	a	subject,	but	must	be	presented	as	an	object	while	doing	so.	The	
suit	dictates	how	people	around	her	view	her	and	the	way	she	views	herself.	The	suit	sexualises	
her	in	the	eyes	of	others	without	her	consent.	 
 
The	 way	 the	 suit	 symbolizes	 the	 expectations	 put	 on	 Emp,	 is	 representative	 of	 how	
female	superheroes	are	generally	 subjected	 to	expectations,	 that	are	often	 impossible	 to	 live	
up	to.	An	example	of	this	is	the	way	that	super	heroines	are	drawn,	as	they	are	often	depicted	
in	poses	that	are	physically	impossible	to	perform	like	the	brokeback	pose.	This	is	shown	by	the	
Hawkeye	Initiative,	which	illustrates	how	female	heroes’	bodies	are	contorted,	so	that	they	can	
show	 as	 many	 body	 parts	 as	 possible	 while	 their	 breasts	 and	 butts	 are	 accentuated.	 These	
unrealistic	expectations	observed	in	comics	seem	to	mirror	society’s	expectations	for	women	as	
proposed	by	Heldman. 
 
De	Beauvoir	writes	that	 in	order	 for	women	to	achieve	 liberation	they	must	recognize	
these	 expectations	 and	 ideas	 of	 gender,	 as	 social	 constructions.	 Men	 are	 not	 biologically	
superior	to	women.	and	men	and	women	are	not	 inherently	unequal.	The	concept	of	subject	
and	object	has	been	constructed	by	society	and	is	therefore	not	representative	of	any	“natural”	
gender	specific	traits.	De	Beauvoir	argues	that	women	should	not	feel	the	need	to	attract	nor	
please	 men,	 nor	 should	 men	 feel	 that	 women	 should	 aim	 to	 please	 them	 and	 present	
themselves	as	sexual	objects	for	men’s	use.	Empowered	addresses	this	 issue	by	presenting	an	
uncomfortable	protagonist	in	a	situation	where	social	norms	lead	to	her	becoming	objectified.	 
 
The	 comic	uses	 various	 literary	means	 to	 comment	on	 social	 constructs	 and	women’s	
portrayal	 in	 comics,	 as	 well	 as	 in	 society.	 It	 can	 be	 argued	 that	 the	 extreme	 use	 of	 sexual	
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imagery	is	a	satirical	and	humorous	commentary	on	the	typical	superhero	comic.	The	way	the	
comic	 acknowledges	 the	 absurdity	 and	 sexual	 nature	 of	 her	 costume,	 is	 a	 response	 to	 the	
stereotypical	super-heroine	costume.	This	is	shown	both	in	the	exaggerated	look	and	nature	of	
the	suit	and	by	Emp	continuously	comments	on	the	costume,	and	respectively	makes	fun	of	and	
is	bothered	by	it.	 
Furthermore,	the	comic	uses	the	fourth	wall	breaks,	to	allow	Emp	to	directly	address	the	
readers,	 berating	 them	 for	 objectifying	 her.	 This	 appears	 to	 be	 showcasing	 how	 female	
characters	are	often	created	 to	be	physically	attractive,	both	 to	 the	other	characters	and	 the	
readers.	The	chapter	breaks	are	also	utilized	 to	allow	Emp	to	comment	on	her	own	creation,	
and	questioning	the	necessity	of	bondage	in	a	superhero	comic.		Empowered	also	comments	on	
numerous	other	conventions	within	the	comic	industry,	and	criticises	the	portrayal	of	women	in	
superhero	media.	 This	 allows	 the	 comic	 to	 illustrate	women’s	 portrayal	 in	 superhero	media,	
and	it	obtains	a	feminist	voice,	by	critiquing	these	portrayals. 
 
Another	way	 the	comic	 critiques	 the	common	portrayal	of	women	 is	by	 showing	how	
Emp	 is	 affected	 by	 the	 objectification.	 In	 his	Objectification	 Theory,	 Kant	 discusses	what	 the	
repercussions	 of	 objectification	 are.	 When	 Emp	 is	 viewed	 as	 a	 sexual	 object	 she	 loses	 her	
humanity	 in	 the	 eyes	 of	 the	 supposed	 subject.	 This	 dehumanization	 along	 with	 the	
objectification	 leaves	 Emp	 feeling	 insecure	 and	 worthless.	 The	 only	 acknowledgement	 she	
receives	from	the	vast	majority	of	her	surroundings	 is	 in	regards	to	her	appearance.	This	also	
manifests	 itself	 in	 the	 contempt	 she	 has	 for	 the	 suit	 and	 leads	 to	 her	 being	 increasingly		
insecure	 about	 her	 body	 as	 a	 sexual	 entity.	Empowered	 explicitly	 demonstrates	 the	 negative	
consequences	objectification	has	on	Emp. 
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Conclusion 
 
The	project	aimed	to	investigate	how	objectification	affects	women	and	how	it	is	linked	
to	 the	 representation	 of	 	women	 in	media,	 specifically	 in	 comics,	 and	 how	 a	woman	 can	 be	
empowered	in	a	patriarchal	society.	To	explore	these	topics,	the	project	focused	on	the	comic	
Empowered	and	how	it	portrayed	the	issue	of	objectification	of	women	and	the	struggle	to	be	
empowered	 in	 an	 otherwise	 patriarchal	 society.	 The	 project	 was	 able	 to	 identify	 the	
objectification	 of	 the	 protagonist,	 Emp,	 using	 the	 Objectification	 Identifiers	 by	 Nussbaum,	
Langton,	and	“The	Sexy	Test”	by	Heldman.	 
Objectifying	 Emp	 appeared	 to	 be	 the	 natural	 approach	 that	 most	 of	 the	 secondary	
characters	took	when	reacting	to	Emp.	This	was	due	to	the	graphic	look	of	her	super-suit,	the	
partial	nudity	 that	was	a	 result	of	her	 lack	of	skills	as	a	superhero,	and	the	multiple	bondage	
scenes	 that	 Emp’s	 failures	 led	 to.	 	 The	 objectification	 affects	 Emp	 negatively	 as	 she	 receives	
unwanted	attention	for	her	body	that	diminishes	her	worth	as	a	co-worker	and	as	a	person,	by	
dehumanising	 her,	 and	 reducing	 her	 to	 object	 status.	 The	 comic	 doesn’t	 shy	 away	 from	
depicting	Emp	as	a	sexual	person,	but	noticeably	shows	a	difference	in	the	sexual	interactions	
she	 initiates	 and	 the	 sexual	 attention	 others	 subject	 her	 to	 without	 her	 approval.	 One	
conclusion	reached	 in	our	discussion	was	that	female	sexuality	should	be	up	to	the	 individual	
female	 to	 express	 and	 should	 not	 be	 something	 society	 determines.	 The	 issue	 of	 society	
dictating	how	females	should	express	their	sexuality	is	not	only	present	in	the	world	of	comics	
but	a	problem	prevalent	in	general	society.	Whenever	it	 is	assumed	that	a	woman	should	not	
wear	a	certain	outfit	because	it	could	lead	to	sexual	arousal	in	males,	it	strips	the	woman	of	her	
right	to	express	her	identity	and	own	wants. 
The	comic	also	brings	to	the	reader’s	awareness,	that	they	too,	are	objectifying	her.	This	
is	 shown	 when	 the	 protagonist	 addresses	 the	 reader.	 The	 comic	 thus	 indirectly	 criticizes	
media’s	 vulgar	 portrayal	 of	 women	 as	 sex	 objects,	 and	 consumers	 natural	 acceptance	 and	
continuation	of	objectification.	It	presents	the	argument	that	it	 is	normal	to	objectify	women,	
and	view	them	as	sexual	objects.	 
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	According	to	de	Beauvoir,	the	norms	and	expectations	attached	to	the	female	gender	is	
essentially	just	a	part	of	a	social	construct	that	serves	to	keep	women	as	the	other	in	relation	to	
the	 superior	 male	 subject.	 When	 discussing	 how	 Emp	 can	 be	 empowered,	 it	 becomes	 a	
discussion	of	how	debilitating	the	hierarchal	structure	is	to	the	empowerment	of	women.	The	
social	 constructs	have	not	been	deconstructed	because	 they	are	 so	 integrated	 in	 society	and	
theories	 such	as	 adaptive	preferences	 suggest	 that	even	women	are	not	 inherently	 aware	of	
these	social	constructions.	Further	questioning	would	then	go	on	to	explore	how	these	social	
constructions	could	be	dismantled	and	what	the	loss	of	a	collective	gender	identity	would	mean	
for	the	individual.				 
 
 
Source reflection 
 
In	 the	 following	 paragraph	 we	 will	 elaborate	 on	 how	 to	 critically	 evaluate	 the	 collected	
empirical	data.	 
The	majority	of	our	 information	comes	from	Internet	sources.	We	have	 looked	at	a	variety	of	
sources	including	online	databases	for	historical	research,	newspaper	articles	and	philosophical	
papers	on	 theories	 that	have	been	published	online.	We	have	aimed	 to	use	 sources	 that	are	
reliable	and	come	from	a	source	that	can	be	trusted	as	they	have	credit	and	recognized	writers	
behind	 them.	 For	 example,	 we	 have	 used	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 information	 from	 Stanford’s	
encyclopaedia	and	Cornell’s	Edu	website.	 
When	using	internet	sources,	it	is	crucial	to	be	critical	of	selected	information	that	can	
potentially	be	used	as	a	 source.	 The	 sender	of	 the	 information	may	not	be	 reliable	nor	have	
credit	as	a	source.		The	most	important	part	is	the	sender,	if	it’s	someone	who	can	be	trusted	
not	to	enter	his	or	her	own	personal,	political,	or	scholarly	biases	into	the	text.	Also	one	must	
be	 aware	 that	many	useful	 and	 reliable	 sources	 and	 valuable	 information	 is	 available	 on	 the	
internet,	but	on	 the	other	hand	 there	are	also	many	unuseful,	untrue	and	colored	materials,	
from	which	everything	can	be	untrue.	Only	personal	judgement	can	deem	whether	or	not	the	
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information	can	be	trusted.	In	order	to	deal	with	problem	we	have	sourced	material	when	we	
have	stated	facts.	Therefore,	the	fact	is	true	according	to	what	the	certain	source	has	claimed.			
Articles	 from	well	established	news	 forums,	 such	as	 ‘The	Guardian’	are	more	 reliable	as	 they	
have	to	maintain	their	reputation	and	focuses	on	reliable	sources	and	objectiveness.		 
 
Since	Empowered	was	written	in	2007,	and	it	not	a	well	known	comic	by	many	there	are	
not	many	external	 source	 that	 comment	on	 the	 comic.	 This	has	 caused	 that	we	do	not	have	
many	secondary	sources	to	support	what	we	conclude	from	the	analysis.	We	also	chose	only	to	
analyse	 and	 interpret	 the	 first	 volume	 and	 because	 of	 that	 our	 knowledge	might	 be	 limited	
since	 the	other	 volumes	 could	possibly	provide	 further	 information.	However,	we	decided	 to	
set	this	as	a	boundary	to	limit	what	we	base	our	findings	on. 
In	the	project,	we	have	used	the		philosophers,	Immanuel	Kant	and	Simone	de	Beauvoir	
to	answer	our	 research	question.	 It	can	be	argued	that	since	 the	 theories	are	 from	1780	and	
1949,	the	theories	may	no	longer	relevant	nor	applied	to	today’s	society.	Despite	this,	we	felt	
that	the	theories	could	still	be	applied	to	Empowered.	This	is	because	the	theories	question	the	
gender	roles	in	our	society	and	the	relation	between	men	and	women,	discussions	that	are	still	
relevant	today	since	it	is	still	an	ongoing	debate	in	2015.	  
As	long	as	inequality	and	objectification	exists	between	the	two	genders,	these	theories	
will	be	relevant.	The	fact	that	the	methods	by	Nussbaum,	Langton	and	Helman	are	from	1995	
and	2013,	that	can	be	used	to	identify	when	a	women	is	being	visually	objectified,	demonstrate	
that	the	topic	is	still	relevant	today.	 
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